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PREFACE 


This study has to do with a major achievement of British 
liberalism that was of prime importance in the history of 
the British Empire. Had British statesmanship not outgrown 
the mentality of the Old Colonial System, the emergence of 
the present British Commonwealth of Nations would have 
been impossible. British colonies might conceivably have 
obtained complete self-government in the nineteenth cen- 
tury in spite of the old system, but this could not have come 
to pass within the Empire. It could have come about only 
by secession from the Empire, and secession could have come 
only through successful rebellion, as in the case of the Thir- 
teen Colonies in the eighteenth century. To have permitted 
colonies to withdraw from the Empire in peace would have 
been wholly contrary to the ruling spirit of the old system. 

British liberals, to whatever political party they belonged, 
believed intensely in the vitalizing virtues of individual lib- 
erty and free economic enterprise, and totally rejected the 
old mercantilist conceptions of society, state, and empire. 
From the days of Adam Smith to those of Goldwin Smith 
some of them— an increasing number as time went on— were 
avowed anti-imperialists who were convinced that the break- 
up of the Empire, by peaceful means they hoped, would be 
beneficial to the mother country, the colonies, and the world 
at large. They believed that it would promote peace, pros- 
perity, and progress. With the emergence of new conditions 
in Britain toward the close of the nineteenth century, among 
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them a new collectivism and a new imperialism, it came to 
be the fashion to look back on the Mid-Victorian liberals 
and all their works with amused contempt and even with 
moral reprobation. At best they were visionaries, dreaming 
of permanent world peace and the brotherhood of man; at 
worst they were crass materialists, hopelessly lacking in ap- 
preciation of the higher things of life, including the greater 
glory of Britain and her Empire. Reflection on the fruitage 
of collectivism and imperialism in the totalitarianism of 
other countries may give us a new respect for them. The 
Mid-Victorian liberals have things to say to us today if we 
will but listen to them. 

The title of this book calls for a word of explanation. In 
considering the Old Colonial System and its fall I have in- 
tentionally limited myself to colonial commerce and defense, 
and even in those fields no attempt has been made to de- 
scribe the administrative machinery by which effect was 
given to imperial regulations. It did not seem necessary, 
therefore, to deal in the introductory chapter with the sub- 
ject of the enforcement of the acts of trade, important as 
this obviously was. Nor has the constitutional side of the old 
system been included in the scope of this inquiry. I have 
not entered upon what has become the subject of an exten- 
sive literature— the governmental changes that were involved 
in the grant of responsible government to the more politi- 
cally advanced of Britain's colonies in the middle decades of 
the nineteenth century. 1 am fully conscious, however, that 
colonial commerce, colonial defense, and colonial govern- 
ment were closely interrelated and that changes in any one 
of them affected the others. 

I must be explicit, also, regarding another limitation. The 
research on which this hook is based has been confined to 



primed materials. Investigation of the state papers in the 
British Public Record Office in London, especially the rec- 
ords of the Colonial Office and the Board of Trade, would 
no doubt have yielded additional grist to my mill, but my 
prospects of being able to examine these sources in the near 
future are not bright. In any event, this limitation is less 
serious than it would be if a great deal of important archive 
material had not found its way into that vast accumulation 
of printed sources, the Parliamentary Papers. 

I have exhumed some articles of mine from their resting 
places in the files of the Political Science Quarterly and the 
American Historical Review and incorporated the substance 
of them in Chapters a, i?, 2nd iTf. I am graceful Co the 
editors of those journals for graciously perrnitting this dis- 
interment and reincarnation to take place. 

R. L. S. 

Columbia University 
February 1945 



CONTENTS 

i. Introduction: Commercial and Military As- 
pects of the Old Colonial System 3 

n. The Rise of Anti-Imperialism 38 

m. Modifications and Relaxations in the Old Co- 
lonial System 80 

rv. The Fall of the Preferential System 132 

v. The End of the Old Navigation System 166 

vi. The Withdrawal of the Imperial Garrisons 205 

vii. The Climax of Anti-Imperialism 234 

Notes 285 

Bibliography 327 

Index ss7 



I 


INTRODUCTION 

Commercial and Military Aspects of the Old Colonial 
System 

The old British colonial system was essentially commercial. 
It depended for its justification upon the doctrines of mer- 
cantilism, that politico-economic complex of principles, poli- 
cies, regulations, and practices which existed in Europe be- 
tween the late medieval period and the age of laissez-faire. 
In England some of the elements of mercantilism can be 
discerned at least as early as the fourteenth century, long 
before English colonies had come into existence overseas. A 
recent writer on English mercantilism remarks that ‘the old 
colonial policy was merely the familiar doctrines of mercan- 
tilist economics applied to the new imperial situation.’ 1 So 
long as mercantilist doctrines prevailed in England, colonies 
were valued because of the benefits which the mother 
country was supposed to derive from their trade, regulated 
by herself and primarily in her own interest— benefits which, 
it was believed, more than compensated her for the responsi- 
bilities and burdens of empire. 

Like many other terms used by students of human affairs, 
past and present, the word mercantilism lacks definiteness. 
The subject for which it stands has been approached from 
different points of view, its aims have been variously con- 
ceived, and agreement has not been reached in regard to its 
content or peculiar characteristics. The expression 'mercan* 

3 
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tile system’ was first given currency by Adam Smith, who 
devoted approximately one-fourth of his great treatise to a 
discussion of the subject. He regarded as the basic doctrine 
of the mercantile system the popular notion that wealth con- 
sists in money, or in gold and silver; and as its chief objec- 
tives, an increase in the quantity of money and precious 
metals within a country by a favorable balance of trade and, 
connected with this, the encouragement of domestic industry 
by protecting it from foreign competition in the home 
market. The Oxford Dictionary defines the mercantile sys- 
tem as ‘a term used by Adam Smith and later political econo- 
mists for the system of economic doctrine and legislative 
policy based on the principle that money alone constituted 
wealth.’ For a long time Adam Smith’s interpretation was 
generally accepted. Desire for money and the precious 
metals has not, of course, been peculiar to mercantilism, 
and, on the other hand, many instances are to be found in 
mercantilist writings in which a distinction was made be- 
tween money and wealth. Adam Smith knew this, but he said 
that those who recogniied the distinction often lost sight of 
it in the course of their arguments: ‘Some of the best English 
writers upon commerce,’ he remarked, ‘set out with observ- 
ing that the wealth of a country consists, not in its gold and 
silver only, but in its lands, houses, and consumable goods 
of all different kinds. In the course of their reasonings, how- 
ever, the lands, houses, and consumable goods seem to slip 
out of their memory, and the strain of their argument fre- 
quently supposes that all wealth consists in gold and silver, 
and that to multiply those metals is the great object of 
national industry and commerce.’ 

In the course of time, however, Adam Smith's interpreta- 
tion came to be challenged. Gustav Schmoller, a leading ex- 
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ponent of the historical school of economics which flourished 
in Germany after its unification under Prussian leadership, 
took an entirely different view of the essence of mercantilism. 
In an essay published in 1884, Das Merkantilsystem in seiner 
historischen Bedeutung, he expounded the thesis that mer- 
cantilism was at bottom a phase of state-making, that it 
aimed primarily at the substitution of centralized economic 
policy and control for that previously exercised by local 
authorities. 2 Generalizing largely from events in Prussian 
history, he said: 

The essence of the system lies not in some doctrine of money, 
or of the balance of trade; not in tariff barriers, protective du- 
ties, or navigation laws; but in something far greater:— namely, 
in the total transformation of society and its organization, as well 
as of the state and its institutions, in the replacing of a local and 
territorial economic policy by that of the national state. 

To Schmoller, mercantilism signified essentially a system of 
unification. 

The English economic historian William Cunningham, a 
contemporary of Schmoller, drawing his facts from English 
history, laid chief stress on mercantilism as a system of 
power, the external power of the state, that is to say, in rela- 
tion to other states. The first edition of his Growth of Eng- 
lish Industry and Commerce was published in 1882. Before 
the days of Adam Smith, according to Cunningham, 'the 
main object, which publicists who dealt with economic topics 
had had before their minds, was the power of the country; 
they set themselves to discuss the particular aspects of indus- 
try and commerce which would conduce to this end, accord- 
ing to the circumstances of different countries.’ In Cunning- 
ham’s opinion, navigation laws intended to promote English 
sea power were quite as characteristically mercantilist as 
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measures designed primarily to secure a favorable balance 
of trade. 

The broadest treatment of mercantilism is to be found in 
Eli F. Heckscher’s historical treatise. Mercantilism* The 
author, who has studied mercantilist writings long and 
deeply and looks at his many-sided subject from various 
points of view, deals with mercantilism as a unifying system, 
as a system of power, as a system of protection, as a monetary 
system, and as a conception of society. 

From what has been said there would appear to be pro- 
priety in distinguishing between historical mercantilism and 
Adam Smith’s ‘mercantile system.’ Maitland once humor- 
ously suggested that Sir Henry Spelman, the seventeenth- 
century legal antiquary, introduced the feudal system into 
England . 4 There is at least equally good reason for regarding 
Adam Smith as the creator of the mercantile system. He was 
concerned, as the title of his great work indicates, with the 
wealth of nations. He wrote as an economist, or. as he would 
have said, as a political economist, and political economy 
meant to him ‘a branch of the science of a statesman or legis- 
lator' which had as its objects "to enrich both the people and 
the sovereign.’ * He did not see historical mercantilism whole. 
He concentrated, with brilliant analytical acumen, on its 
economic phases, those in which the objective was the wealth 
of nations. His mercantile system was not a system of power, 
and it was therefore not inconsistent that his celebrated 
eulogy of the Navigation Act, which mercantilists had been 
lauding for a hundred years, went hand in hand with the 
most formidable and effective indictment of mercantilism 
considered as a system of wealth that has ever been penned. 
His classic dictum that ‘defence is of much more importance 
than opulence’ could have been uttered by any good mer- 
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cantilist, and as a matter of fact countless statements can be 
found in mercantilist writings defending and extolling the 
Navigation Act as the palladium of English sea power and 
security.® Mercantilists, however, praised the Navigation Act 
as promoting both national power and national wealth; 
Adam Smith saw in it a legitimate and praiseworthy sacrifice 
of wealth to power. The fact that he did not conceive of 
power as one of the basic objects of mercantilism explains 
the seeming paradox that neo-mercantilists have been able 
to appeal to the authority of the great opponent of the mer- 
cantile system in justification of their propaganda. 

Probably the most helpful comprehensive view of mercan- 
tilism is that in which it is regarded as the economic phase 
of state-making, state-maintaining, and state-aggTandizing in 
the period when that many-sided movement which we call 
for convenience the Commercial Revolution was profoundly, 
though gradually, altering the conditions of European eco- 
nomic life and economic ideas. Mercantilism has often been 
called the economic phase of nationalism, and it is permissi- 
ble to think of it as such if we remind ourselves that it 
flourished before the full-grown nationalism of our own 
times had come into existence. The collective entity with 
which mercantilists concerned themselves was the state, and 
most of the important states of Europe in the age of mer- 
cantilism included more than a single national element. The 
state, in mercantilist eyes, ought to be administered as an 
economic unit, and its interests ought to be promoted by the 
central government, in England the crown and its adminis- 
trative agents and parliament. Mercantilists believed that 
the interests of the various classes in society could be resolved 
into a general harmony, but only by a system of wise govern- 
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mental regulation. They did not believe, as Adam Smith did, 
that an ‘invisible hand* led the individual, in pursuing his 
own self-interest, to promote the public interest/ There was 
nothing new about collective regulation of economic life, 
but in the Middle Ages the regulating authorities had been 
local— merchant and craft gilds, municipal authorities, and 
manorial courts. In the mercantilist regime the central gov- 
ernment concerned itself increasingly with the whole Tange 
of economic life— commercial, agricultural, industrial— and 
thereby greatly expanded the sphere of the state. Its object 
was to encourage economic activities that were considered to 
be beneficial to the state and to discourage those regarded as 
injurious. As Cunningham remarks, 'Any scheme of con- 
trolling economic affairs for the public good must involve 
an interference with private interests. Some of them may be 
favoured, and some may be injured, but it is inevitable that 
very many should be affected in one way or another.’ Private 
interests grew up under the fostering care of government, 
and it was to be expected that each of them would look 
upon its own prosperity as essential to the state's welfare, 
that there would be disagreement among them on questions 
of policy, and that they would not be backward in bringing 
to bear on the government such influence as they were able 
to exert in favor of measures which they deemed to be advan- 
tageous to themselves . 1 

In general, the state was idealized and thought of as some- 
thing other than a mere aggregation of private interests and 
something quite different from the sum total of its inhabit- 
ants. Mercantilists were not interested in human welfare as 
such. Unlike medieval economic thinkers, they were not con- 
cerned with ethical considerations or spiritual values, and 
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unlike later humanitarians, utilitarians, and socialists, they 
were not concerned with secular human happiness. Mercan- 
tilist writers were usually businessmen or politicians, dis- 
tinctly not representatives of the ‘lower orders,’ who, as yet, 
had no place in the body politic; the state, as they conceived 
of it, could prosper and be strong though the great majority 
of its inhabitants were poverty-stricken and ignorant; indeed, 
it would scarcely be an exaggeration to say that it could not, 
in their eyes, prosper otherwise. ‘It was the fate of the 
workers to be poor that the nation might be rich, and to be 
ceaselessly diligent that the nation might be powerful.’ 8 In 
England the slave trade, with all the human misery it in- 
volved, was looked upon with great favor as one of the 
cornerstones of national prosperity and power. ‘The neces- 
sity of kidnapping cargoes of slaves on the coast of Africa,’ 
William Huskisson reminded the House of Commons twenty 
years after the abolition of the British slave trade, 'was, at 
that time, as coolly defended, on the score of encouragement 
to our marine, as the taking of cod-fish on the Banks of New- 
foundland could be at the present day.’ Child labor, too, was 
highly commended. Defoe, for example, in his Plan of the 
English Commerce (1728), spoke with approval of the fact 
that in parts of England infants of five, six, or seven years of 
age were earning their own livings. 

Power was the primary concern of the state, the power of 
the state was thought of as the ultimate objective, and mer- 
cantilism, in Heckscher’s words, would have had ‘all eco- 
nomic activity subservient to the state’s interest in power.’ 
It was a system ‘for forcing economic policy into the service 
of power as an end in itself.’ The economic resources of the 
world, moreover, were conceived of as fixed in quantity, and 
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what one state gained, others were supposed to lose. To im- 
poverish and weaken rival states was as important and laud- 
able, in mercantilist eyes, as to increase the wealth and power 
of one's own; in fact, it was an indirect means of accomplish- 
ing this very purpose. This thought was clearly expressed by 
the English East India Company in 1641: ‘The safety of the 
Kingdom consists not onely in its own strength and wealth 
but also in the laudable and lawful performance of those 
things which will weaken and impoverish such powerful 
Princes, as either are, or may become our Enemies.’ 10 

It is not surprising, therefore, that the age of mercantilism 
was a period of chronic warfare between states. Europe as a 
whole was never at peace for any length of time, and the 
individual states, when they were not actually fighting, were 
preparing to fight. Mercantilism, indeed, was in large meas- 
ure a system of military preparedness. The medieval ideal 
of Christian universalism had never been realiied, and there 
had been plenty of fighting in the Middle Ages, but uni- 
versalism had at least been cherished as an ideal. In the age 
of mercantilism the ideal had faded away. Its principal insti- 
tutional expressions had been the ‘Universal Empire’ and 
the ‘Universal Church,’ and by the sixteenth century the for- 
mer had become a hollow sham, and the latter had ceased 
to be universal. 

Mercantilism, in its pursuit of state power, regulated eco- 
nomic activities in order to secure specific objects, the in- 
crease of the mercantile marine or of rural population, for 
example. It also strove to develop by regulations the general 
economic resources of the country so that the state, by taxa- 
tion, would be able to obtain what it needed for defense or 
offense, and thus ‘considerations of power became a motive 
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for stimulating the general economic prosperity of the 
country, for this was considered the best guarantee for en- 
suring a powerful state.* 11 


In the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, when 
the English Government was beginning to take an active 
interest in oversea colonization, the main lines of English 
mercantilism had been laid down, and colonies fitted nicely 
into the mercantilist scheme of things. They would con- 
tribute in various ways, it was believed, to the wealth and 
power of England. The arguments in favor of colonization 
as a public policy were set forth in contemporary English 
writings, and all of them of any importance can be found in 
Richard Hakluyt's remarkably interesting tract, A Particular 
Discourse concerning . . . Western Discoveries, written in 
1584 though not published till 1877.” There are excellent 
lucid discussions of them in George Louis Beer's The Origins 
of the British Colonial System and Klaus E. Knorr’s British 
Colonial Theories, 1570-1850. Nothing will be said here of 
the arguments corresponding to what Beer called the 'sub- 
sidiary motives’ for colonization, though some of them were 
for a time decidedly influential and served to win support for 
the colonial movement. 

Treasure as wealth and as a means of power was a com- 
monplace in all mercantilist thinking. ‘There are few mer- 
cantilist writings,’ says Heckscher, 'that are not mainly pre- 
occupied with what is usually known in English works as 
"treasure," which was without exception synonymous with 
money or precious metals.* 18 The proud position held by 
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Spam under Philip II was commonly attributed to the treas- 
ure she derived from the mines of Mexico and Peru, and 
why might not England find similar fortune if she estab- 
lished colonies of her own in the New World? The belief 
that the eastern coast of North America abounded in pre- 
cious metals died hard, as is shown by the persistence of 
provisions in royal charters to colonial proprietors and colo- 
nizing companies reserving to the crown a proportion of 
precious metals mined in the colonies. 

Concurrent with this belief, and lasting long after it had 
been reluctantly abandoned, was the hope that colonies 
would contribute in another way to England's stock of treas- 
ure. The favorable balance of trade doctrine held a fore- 
most place in all mercantilist planning for the promotion of 
national wealth and power. Generally speaking, this doctrine 
called, of course, for decreasing the importation and increas- 
ing the exportation of commodities so that there would be 
an inflow of money and bullion. Perhaps its best-known Eng- 
lish exposition is in Thomas Mun’s England’s Treasure by 
Forraign Trade, written during the 1630's. ‘The ordinary 
means ... to encrease our wealth and treasure,’ Mun said, 
‘is by Eorraign Trade, wherein wee must ever observe this 
rule: to sell more to strangers yearly than wee consume of 
theirs in value.’ 11 England, however, required imports, for 
there were important commodities that she needed and 
could not produce for herself: naval stores, for example, 
which she obtained from the countries of the Baltic and 
Russia; sugar and dried fruits, as well as silk and wine, from 
Mediterranean lands; spices, dyes, and other products of the 
Far East, from Portugal and afterwards from the Dutch. 
Would it not be possible to free her from the necessity of 
importing such commodities from foreigners by establishing 
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colonies of her own in North America and opening up direct 
commercial intercourse with the Far East? Elizabethans and 
Jacobeans speculated hopefully on this prospect. According 
to Hakluyt: 

The countries ... of America whereunto we have just title 
. . . being answerable in climate to Barbary, Egypt, Syria, Persia, 
Turkey, Greece, all the islands of the Levant sea, Italy, Spain, 
Portugal, France, Flanders, High Almayne [Germany], Denmark, 
Eastland, Poland, and Muscovy, may presently or within a short 
space afford unto us, for litde or nothing, and with much more 
safety, either all or a great part of the commodities which the 
aforesaid countries do yield us at a very dear hand and with 
manifold dangers. 

These dangers, which Hakluyt described in some detail, re- 
sulted mainly from the existing international situation and 
the depredations of the Barbary pirates. ‘This desire to free 
England from the necessity of purchasing from foreigners,’ 
says Beer, ‘formed the underlying basis of English commer- 
cial and colonial expansion; it led directly to the formation 
of the East India Company and to the colonization of 
America.’ 19 It was in the light of this predominant motive 
for colonization that the value of colonies was mainly to be 
judged; ‘the ideal colony was one which would have freed 
England from the necessity of importing anything from her 
competitors.' 18 

Imports from colonies would evidently have to be paid 
for in commodities or in money, and England had no mind 
to ship money to her colonies. ’The theory that the colony 
was to be a source of supply implied . . . that it was also 
to be a market for English produce. One conception was the 
natural corollary to the other, and consequently the value of 
colonies as an outlet for the mother country’s manufactures 
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was by no means ignored.’ 17 The hopeful Hakluyt, quite 
ignorant, of course, of conditions among the native peoples 
of North America, looked forward to a great market there 
for English woolen cloth. ‘Now if her majesty take these 
western discoveries in hand, and plant there, it is like that 
in short time we shall vent as great a mass of cloth in those 
parts as ever we did in the Netherlands, and in time much 
more.' Though such expectations were not fulfilled, the 
utility of colonies as markets was never lost sight of. 

One of Hakluyt's arguments in favor of colonization was 
that it would lead to an increase of English shipping and 
naval strength and give employment to many mariners. He 
assumed, in accordance with a generally accepted principle of 
European policy, that the trade of any colonies that might be 
established would be confined to the shipping of the mother 
country. The encouragement of native shipping was a well- 
established national policy in England at the beginning of 
the colonial era. The defense of the realm depended pri- 
marily upon sea power, and sea power depended upon a 
prosperous mercantile marine and an adequate supply of 
mariners to man it, upon both of which the navy could draw 
in time of war. Various means had been resorted to for 
building up the mercantile marine. 58 Navigation acts had 
been passed for the purpose of protecting English shipping 
from foreign competition, bounties had been given to pro- 
mote English shipbuilding, alien duties had been levied on 
goods imported into and exported from the country in for- 
eign ships in order to discourage the use of such ships in 
England’s trade, and efforts had been made to foster English 
fisheries as the best possible nursery of seamen. These last 
are a good illustration of the lengths to which a mercantilist 
government was prepared to go in interfering in the life of 
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its people. What came to be known as 'Political Lent’ was 
first introduced in 1549 and was maintained until about the 
middle of the seventeenth century’. Under this institution the 
use of meat was prohibited on certain days in order to stimu- 
late a demand for fish. At a time, however, when fasting was 
looked upon by the Church of England as a ‘popish super- 
stition,’ it was deemed expedient to make it quite clear that 
these political fast days had no religious purpose. 

From what has been said it should be inferred that the 
ideal empire in the eyes of mercantilists would be economi- 
cally self-sufficing, commercially independent of the outside 
world. Colonies would supply the mother country’ with what 
she needed but was unable to produce for herself; they, in 
turn, would obtain what they needed from her or through 
trade with one another; and all trade within the empire 
would be carried on in English or English colonial vessels. 
No such result could be hoped for without an extension of 
mercantilist regulations to the trade of the colonies. ‘All 
Colonies and foreign Plantations,' said Sir Josiah Child, 
writing toward tire end of the seventeenth century’, ‘do en- 
damage their Mother-Kingdom, whereof the Trades of such 
Plantations are not confined to their said Mother-Kingdom 
by good Laws and severe Execution of those Laws.’ 18 Such 
a monopolistic outlook, it should be understood, was not 
peculiar to English mercantilism. As stated in one of the 
English acts of trade, it was 'the usage of other nations to 
keep their plantations trade to themselves.’ The mercantilist 
ideal of empire was never fully realized, but we should have 
it in mind as we survey summarily the main commercial 
phases of England’s old colonial system. In the words of the 
late Professor Charles M. Andrews, ‘According to this idea of 
the self-sufficing empire ... the mother country, the sugar 
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and tobacco colonies, the provision or bread colonies, the 
fisheries, and Africa formed a single economic and commer- 
cial whole, made up of widely scattered but cooperative 
members, each of which contributed something to the 
strength and profit of the whole. The ultimate advantage, 
however, went by design to the mother state, the kingdom or 
realm of England.’ 

Colonial policy began to take form in regulations relating 
to colonial trade, especially the Virginia tobacco trade, made 
during the reigns of James I and Charles I. 30 The ensuing 
period of civil war in England, however, was one of extreme 
decentralization in the nascent empire, and the beginnings 
of colonial policy lapsed. The execution of Charles I and 
the establishment of the Puritan Commonwealth in 1649 led 
to an imperial disruption; for the colonies, with the excep- 
tion of the Puritan colonies of New England, repudiated 
the authority of the revolutionary Commonwealth Govern- 
ment But they were soon reduced to obedience, and the Age 
of Cromwell, which was a time of imperial recovery and com- 
mercial and colonial expansion, was followed by the estab- 
lishment of the old colonial system under Charles 11 . 

The Restoration swept away all the innovations in church 
and state that had been made during the Puritan regime. 
All parliamentary enactments to which the royal assent had 
not been given, and this meant all the ordinances and acts 
passed after the outbreak of the Civil War in 1G42, were 
treated as null and void, and the reign of Charles II was re- 
garded as having begun at the moment of the ‘murder’ of his 
father in 1649. But whatever lawyers might say, or not say, 
about it, men could not forget the past. The high place 
among the nations which England had taken under Crom- 
well appealed powerfully even to those who detested every- 
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thing he had stood for in religion and government, and there 
was no disposition to reverse his commercial and colonial 
policies. The new king was very greatly interested in trade 
and colonization, as were many of his courtiers, ministers, 
and officials. Charles himself and other members of the royal 
family invested in commercial ventures such as the East 
India Company, the Hudson’s Bay Company, and the Royal 
African Company, and his brother James, Duke of York, 
became the proprietor of the province of New York, con- 
quered from the Dutch in 1664. Many old Cromwellians— 
Anthony Ashley-Cooper, created Earl of Shaftesbury by 
Charles II, is a conspicuous example— made their peace with 
the new monarch, remained in public life, and carried on 
the Cromwellian tradition of commercial and colonial expan- 
sion. Merchants and colonial experts were frequently con- 
sulted by the government, and greater weight than ever 
before was given to mercantile considerations in the framing 
of national policies. Among influential officials Sir George 
Downing deserves particular mention. An office-holder and 
diplomat under Cromwell, he held various government po- 
sitions under Charles II and probably had more to do with 
shaping colonial policy in commercial matters than anyone 
else. ‘To him, far more than to any other individual,’ says 
Beer, ‘is due the commercial system which was elaborated 
during the Restoration era for the regulation of the Empire’s 
trade.’ 21 


* * 

A summary sketch of the old colonial system on the side 
of commerce and defense is all that will be attempted in this 
introductory chapter. The subject has been dealt with in a 
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number o£ historical works. Detailed accounts can be found 
in Beer’s well-known treatises published a generation ago— 
The Origins of the British Colonial System and The Old 
Colonial System— and in Khott’s recent British Colonial 
Theories, 1570-1850, a work based upon extensive research 
in contemporary writings and replete with quotations from 
them. The organs and agencies of government, whether in 
England or in the colonies, that were responsible for admin- 
istering the laws referred to will not be described. This is 
not, of course, because the subject of the administration 
and enforcement of the laws was not important. It was obvi- 
ously of vital importance, but administration has been de- 
liberately excluded from the scope of the present study. 

The basic statute of the old system was the famous Navi- 
gation Act of 1660. Passed, in its own words, 'for the increase 
of shipping and encouragement of the navigation of this 
nation, wherein, under the good providence and protection 
of God, the wealth, safety and strength of this kingdom is so 
much concerned,’ it introduced no new principles. English 
navigation acts went back as far as the fourteenth century, 
and the provisions of the Act of 1660 relating to the trade 
of the colonies were anticipated in regulations made under 
James I and Charles I and during the Interregnum. This 
particular act, however, was quickly followed by a spectacu- 
lar enlargement of the English mercantile marine, which 
seems to have approximately doubled between 1660 and 
1688, and it soon came to be Teveied as the sheet anchor of 
England’s sea power and defense. Men spoke of ft as ‘the’ 
Navigation Act par excellence. It was passed at a time of in- 
tense and bitter commercial hostility between England and 
the Dutch, a hostility that had already led to a war between 
the rivals in Cromwell’s day and was soon to bring on two 
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more. The Cromwellian war of 1652-4 had gone in favor of 
the English, but the Dutch still enjoyed by far the greater part 
of the carrying trade of Europe, still monopolized the more 
valuable branches of trade with the Far East, still held a com- 
manding position in the African slave trade and the fisheries 
of northern Europe, and still maintained colonial establish- 
ments in the New World from which the English sought to 
oust them. A Navigation Act of 1651, passed during the 
Commonwealth period, had aimed at the exclusion of Dutch 
vessels from England’s foreign and colonial trade, but that 
was one of the enactments on which the ban of nullification 
fell at the Restoration, and a new statute was obviously 
called for. 

As to the colonial trade, with which we are particularly 
concerned here, the Navigation Act of 1660 forbade impor- 
tation into and exportation from any English possession in 
Asia, Africa, or America except in ships belonging to the 
people of England, Ireland, Wales, or Berwick-on-Tweed 
(hereafter designated as English ships), or in ships built in 
those possessions and belonging to the people thereof (here- 
after designated as colonial ships), such ships to be navigated 
by an English master and a crew of which at least three- 
fourths of the members were English. Penalty for breach of 
this law was forfeiture of ship and cargo.” Scottish ships were 
excluded from trade with the English colonies until the 
Union of England and Scotland in 1707. In order to qualify 
for the colonial trade colonial ships, it will be noted, had to 
be colonial-built as well as colonial-owned, though English 
ships need not be English-built. Two years later, however, 
by a statute known as the Act of Frauds, it was provided 
that foreign-built ships bought after 1 October 1662 should 
not enjoy the privileges of English ships but should be 
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deemed alien and as such subject to duties to which alien 
ships were liable.** By excluding foreign shipping from the 
colonial trade, the Navigation Act gave protection to colonial 
as well as to English ships engaged in this trade, and ship- 
building became an important industry in the New England 
and middle colonies. The question of the extent to which 
colonial shipping was benefited by the elimination of Dutch 
competition in the colonial trade has received a good deal 
of attention. Professor Lawrence A. Harper thinks that the 
benefit was not very great He points out that colonial ship- 
ping had attained considerable proportions in competition 
with the Dutch before 1660 and believes that even if Dutch 
ships had not been excluded, the small colonial vessels would 
have had an advantage over the larger Dutch ocean-going 
ships in the colonial coasting trade.* 4 
A provision of the Act of 1660 for which there was no 
parallel in any earlier navigation act was the prohibition 
placed upon the exportation of certain colonial products 
to foreign countries.” These ‘enumerated articles,' as they 
came to be called, were sugar, tobacco, cotton, indigo, ginger, 
and fustic and other dyeing woods, which henceforth could 
be exported from any English colony only to England, Ire- 
land, Wales, Berwick, or to some other English colony. Ex- 
cept for tobacco, none of these commodities could be pro- 
duced in England. The principle of ‘enumeration' remained 
an essential part of the old colonial system, and from time 
to time other articles were added to the original list.” Some 
exceptions, however, were made in favor of particular articles 
previously enumerated. In 1739, for example, sugar was per- 
mitted to be exported from the British West Indies directly 
to Europe south of Cape Finisterre. 

Being a general navigation act, the Act of 1C60 was not 
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confined, o£ course, to regulations relating to the colonial 
trade. It was concerned with ail branches of England's com- 
merce. As regards trade between different parts of the British 
Isles (other than Scotland, which was regarded as a foreign 
country for commercial purposes until its union with Eng- 
land in 1707), England, Ireland, Wales, Berwick, and the 
Channel islands of Guernsey and Jersey were treated as a 
closed commercial area, within which trade rvas confined to 
English ships. 17 Commodities of the growth, production, or 
manufacture of foreign countries or colonies in Asia, Africa, 
or America could be imported into the British Isles only in 
English or colonial ships, and only from their places of pro- 
duction or usual ports of shipment. 28 Products of continental 
Europe could, in general, be imported into the British Isles 
in foreign ships without restriction, subject to the payment 
of alien duties, but various European commodities were 
specified that could be imported only in English ships or in 
ships built in the country in which the commodities were 
produced or in the port of usual shipment; and if any such 
commodities were imported in such foreign ships they were 
subject to the payment of alien duties. The list of specified 
commodities included all products of Russia and the Otto- 
man Empire, timber, pitch, tar, hemp, flax, olive oil, grain, 
wine, and brandy. 22 It has been calculated that the specified 
commodities constituted in weight a little more than half 
of England’s imports from the continent, and in value a little 
less than half. 10 The Act of Frauds (1662), aimed principally 
at the Dutch, prohibited the importation of many commodi- 
ties from the Netherlands or Germany in any ships. 

The second major statute of the old system was the so- 
called Staple Act of i66g. st Under the Navigation Act, prod- 
ucts of foreign European countries could be shipped directly 
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to the English colonies if transported in English or colonial 
vessels. It was feared that this would lessen the consumption 
of English manufactures in the colonies, deprive English 
merchants of business, tend to weaken the political ties be- 
tween the colonies and the mother country, and increase the 
number of colonial trade routes to be guarded by the English 
navy from foreign enemies in time of war and from pirates 
at all times. Accordingly the act prohibited, with a few ex- 
ceptions, the importation of European products into any 
English possession in Asia, Africa, or America, unless chose 
products had been laden and shipped in England, Wales, or 
Berwick (Ireland was not included) and carried directly, in 
English ships, to their destination. The purposes of the law 
were stated to be ‘the maintaining a greater correspondence 
and kindness’ between the colonies and England, keeping 
them 'in a firmer dependence upon it,’ rendering them ‘yet 
more beneficial and advantageous unto it in the further em- 
ployment and increase of English shipping and seamen, vent 
of English woollen and ocher manufactures and commodi- 
ties,’ making the navigation to and from the colonies ’more 
safe and cheap,’ and ‘making this kingdom a staple, not only 
of the commodities of those plantations, but also of the com- 
modities of other countries and places, for the supplying of 
them.’ ** 

With these two basic acts of the old system, a third has 
often been associated, known as the Plantations Duties Act 
of 1673. The commodities enumerated in the Act of 1660 
could lawfully be exported from the colonies where they 
were produced to other English colonies as well as to Eng- 
land. In this event, however, colonial consumers would enjoy 
an advantage not given to English consumers, since the com- 
modities if shipped to England would be liable to substan- 
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rial customs duties, while if sent to other colonies, they would 
pay either no duties at all or only such low ones as those colo- 
nies might levy. Complaint was made, moreover, that tobacco 
exported to New England was then illegally taken to foreign 
countries to the injury of the English customs revenue. By 
the Act of 1673, accordingly, duties were laid upon the 
enumerated commodities when exported from any colony, 
unless bond was given that they would be taken to England, 
Wales, or Berwick (Ireland was not included). 83 This law 
registered no new commercial policy, nor was it intended to 
yield any substantial revenue. It was essentially an adminis- 
trative measure, designed to check violations of the enumera- 
tion provision of the Act of 1660, but it marks an important 
step in the development of imperial control over the colonies. 
The Commissioners of the Customs in England were made 
responsible for the collection of these new plantation du- 
ties, 34 and they appointed subordinate customs collectors and 
surveyors. ‘Thus there was established in the colonies a com- 
prehensive system of customs officials, who not only were 
absolutely independent of the authorities in the charter and 
proprietary colonies, but also were in a great measure free 
from control by the royal governors, since they were directly 
responsible to the higher authority of the Commissioners of 
the Customs.’ 85 

These three acts of parliament have been called the eco- 
nomic framework of the old colonial system. A comprehen- 
sive navigation act passed in i6g6 was important from the 
standpoint of administration and law enforcement, but it 
added nothing new in principle. It should be evident that 
these basic acts were thoroughly mercantilist in spirit and 
object. By excluding foreign ships from the colonial trade, 
prohibiting the exportation of the enumerated articles from 
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the colonies to foreign countries, and limiting colonial im- 
ports, in general, to goods shipped from England, the English 
Government sought to increase English shipping and sea 
power, free the mother country from the need of importing 
from foreigners commodities which she could not produce, 
give English manufactures a virtual monopoly of the colo- 
nial market by discouraging colonial consumption of foreign 
goods, subjected, as they were, to payment of customs duties 
and transshipment charges in England and to higher freight 
charges due to indirect voyages, and improve England's trade 
balance. Other purposes also, it was hoped, would be served. 

The primary function of the colony was to foster the develop- 
ment of English sea power, commerce, and industry. But, apart 
from its economic aims, it was realized that this system of regu- 
lating imperial trade possessed other distinct advantages. It in- 
evitably led to the limitation of commerce to a few well-defined 
routes, and thus greatly facilitated the task of protection. Fur- 
thermore, it was perceived that the closer the commercial rela- 
tions between colony and metropolis, the more firmly knit would 
become the political ties binding them together.*" 

English colonies were His Majesty’s 'possessions,' but they 
were also ’foreign plantations,’ which meant, for one thing, 
that they were outside England’s customs system, and there- 
fore her imports from and exports to them were, with few 
exceptions, subject to the payment of duties. The enumer- 
ated articles and any other colonial products that might be 
imported into England paid duties, as did goods imported 
from Europe. There was thus a fiscal motive for making Eng- 
land the staple for the trade of the colonies. In general, how- 
ever, import duties were partially refunded upon re-exporta- 
tion. In a comprehensive tariff act of i66o,* 7 later known as 
the ‘Old Subsidy,’ the general rule was that half of the duty 
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imposed by the act should be refunded. This ‘drawback’ 
system applied to all goods passing through England in tran- 
sit, both colonial products destined for foreign European 
consumption and foreign European products destined for 
colonial consumption, and it was thus an important part of 
the old colonial system. 

Another characteristic and very important feature of the 
old system was the preferential treatment of English imports 
from the colonies. This principle goes back to the beginnings 
of English colonization.** In the Old Subsidy of 1660 all of 
the enumerated articles received such favored treatment. Co- 
lonial tobacco, for example, was required to pay only two- 
pence a pound as against sixpence charged on Foreign to- 
bacco. In the case of unrefined sugar, tire duties were, respec- 
tively, is. 6d, and 4s. a hundredweight. The effect of these 
differential duties was to give colonial tobacco and sugar a 
virtual monopoly of the English market. In the year 1687-8 
approximately 15,000,000 pounds of English colonial tobacco 
were entered at the London customhouse and only 16,000 
pounds of Spanish tobacco.** It was quite in accord with mer- 
cantilist principles to encourage the importation of exotic 
products from colonies and discourage their importation 
from foreign countries, but the colonial preferences of 1660, 
confined as they were to the enumerated articles, seem to 
have been intended also as a partial compensation to the 
colonial producer for the restrictions imposed upon him by 
the enumeration policy. Many changes were made by parlia- 
ment in the British customs duties, but the principle of co- 
lonial preference, embodied in the Old Subsidy of 1660, was 
retained and came to be extended to other colonial products 
than those enumerated; it was retained, as we shall see later, 
even after the principle of enumeration was abandoned in 
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182a. Preference was also given to colonial imports from 
England. Parliament did not, indeed, impose duties in the 
colonies on imports from foreign European countries until 
the nineteenth century, but the purpose of protecting Eng- 
lish products from foreign competition in the colonial mar- 
kets, which such duties would have served, was realized by 
the Staple Act, which, as we have seen, discouraged colonial 
importation of foreign goods. 

The sugar and tobacco colonies— those in the West Indies 
and Virginia and Maryland— conformed to mercantilist ideals 
of empire and were highly prized, but the same was not true 
of Netv England and the middle colonies. During the seven- 
teenth century and the first half of the eighteenth, by far the 
greater part of England’s colonial trade was with the former. 
The value of her imports from the little island of Barbados 
in 1697-8 was nearly ten times that of her imports Irom all 
the New England colonies, and in the same year her exports 
to Barbados alone considerably exceeded in value her exports 
to New England, New York, and Pennsylvania combined.*® 
Such figures speak eloquently. The English Government 
looked at colonies through mercantile eyes. It valued them 
for their trade, not as places of refuge for religious non- 
conformists or as the ‘Seeds of Nations,’ as William Penn 
called them. And at a time when England was generally be- 
lieved to be underpopulated, colonies could not be valued 
as fields for English emigration, as they came to be in the 
nineteenth century. Widespread unemployment in the days 
of Elizabeth and the early seventeenth century had led to the 
belief that England was suffering from an excess of popula- 
tion and would therefore be benefited by emigration. 41 By 
the second half of the seventeenth century, however, opinion 
had changed, and thenceforward until the early nineteenth 
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century precisely the opposite view prevailed. Emigration of 
Englishmen to the colonies was therefore generally regarded 
as an evil, to be justified only if it was likely to lead to coun- 
terbalancing advantages. 48 This attitude toivard emigration 
reinforced commercial considerations in causing the govern- 
ment and mercantilists generally to prefer the West Indies to 
the northern colonies, since the development of the former 
by Negro slave labor did not involve any considerable emi- 
gration from England. Beer sums up the English attitude 
toward the New England colonies by saying that they did 
not fit into the colonial scheme. 4 ’ Their surplus produce, 
generally speaking, was not wanted in England and found 
no market there, and they competed with England in fishing 
and shipping. To be sure, the picture changed very* consider- 
ably as time went on. With the growth of population in the 
New England and the middle colonies, their consumption of 
British manufactured goods increased, and greater value 
came to be attached to them for this reason. In the year 
1766-7 the value of British exports to New England, New 
York, and Pennsylvania was considerably greater than to all 
the British West Indies. 44 In Beer’s opinion, the Treaty of 
Paris of 1763 marked a turning-point in British commercial 
policy, in that thenceforth ‘greater stress was laid on colonies 
as markets for British produce than on colonies as sources of 
supply.’ 4 ’ England, however, offered the northern colonies 
no equivalent market, and they were forced to look elsewhere 
for the disposal of their surplus produce. 

They turned to the West Indies. In most of the islands 
the planters found it profitable to concentrate on the produc- 
tion of sugar, which with its derivatives, molasses and rum, 
constituted the bulk of their exports, depending on imports 
for food, lumber, livestock, and necessary manufactures. Most 
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of the sugar produced in the English islands was shipped to 
England, but large quantities of molasses and some rum 
were exported to the northern colonies, from which were 
imported fish, grain, flour, vegetables, dairy produce, live- 
stock, and lumber. This trade, which began in the seven- 
teenth century, became of gTeat importance. It was the basis 
of the flourishing New England industry of rum distilling, it 
contributed greatly to the growth of New England ship- 
building and fisheries, and it enabled the New England and 
middle colonies to meet their unfavorable trade balances 
with the mother country. To the West Indies it supplied the 
necessaries of life. In this trade, the balance was in favor of 
the northern colonies. 

The West India islands were divided between England, 
Spain, France, Holland, and Denmark. In the seventeenth 
century, the northern colonies traded principally with the 
English islands, but the latter did not furnish a sufficient 
market for the increasing surpluses of the former in the 
eighteenth century. Other markets became necessary, and 
these were found chiefly in the French islands. In the eaTly 
eighteenth century, sugar, molasses, and rum were produced 
more cheaply in the French than in the English West Indies. 
French sugar undersold English sugar in the markets of con- 
tinental Europe, and increasing quantities of French molasses 
and rum were imported by the northern colonies. Threat- 
ened by tliis competition, the English sugar planters, who had 
an effective organization in London and much parliamentary 
influence, clamored for protection, and in 1733 Parliament 
passed the Molasses Act, which imposed very heavy duties 
on foreign sugar, molasses, and rum imported into the Eng- 
lish colonies. 4 * The purpose of the duties was to regulate 
trade, not to raise revenue. They were intended to be pro- 
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hibitory, especially die sixpence-a-gallon tax on molasses, and 
would have been so had the law been enforced. The result 
would have been economic disaster for New England, and 
the act was naturally condemned by public opinion there. 
No real efforts were made to enforce it for twenty-five years, 
during which it remained virtually a dead letter. 

During the Seven Years’ War more serious attempts at 
enforcement were made as a means of checking wartime trade 
with enemy colonies, and soon after the war Parliament 
passed die Sugar Act of 1764 as part of a comprehensive plan 
of imperial reconstruction. 47 By this, the duty on foreign 
molasses imported into the British colonies was reduced from 
sixpence to threepence a gallon, the former duty on foreign 
raw sugar was retained, the importation of foreign rum was 
prohibited, and duties were laid on certain other foreign 
products. The act was intended both to regulate trade and 
to raise revenue, and as a revenue measure it marks a new 
departure in British colonial policy. It gave offense in the 
northern colonies, especially New England, to the commer- 
cial, shipping, and distilling interests and to the public gen- 
erally, for it was understood that this law, unlike the earlier 
Molasses Act, was not to become a dead letter; it was modi- 
fied in 1766 at the same time that the Stamp Act was re- 
pealed. A uniform duty of one penny a gallon was then levied 
on all molasses, British colonial and foreign colonial alike, 
imported into the British colonies. 48 This measure of appease- 
ment, together with certain other changes made in the Sugar 
Act, was satisfactory to the northern colonial interests. With 
the repeal of the Stamp Act in the same year, the controversy 
between the colonies and the mother country subsided for 
the moment, to be renewed soon, however, with well-known 
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consequences, by Charles Townshend's ill-judged attempt to 
obtain revenue from the colonies and reform the old colonial 
system. 


That system, as we have seen, was basically commercial, 
but it had to take cognizance of other matters than trade, 
and notably of colonial defense. According to the accepted 
mercantile theory of colonization, England derived political 
strength and economic benefit from the trade of her colonies 
regulated primarily in her own interest, and in return for 
these advantages she assumed the obligation of defending the 
colonies by her navy against rival imperial powers. To have 
compelled or induced the colonists to contribute to the 
support of the navy would have been contrary to the prin- 
ciple of reciprocal service on which the colonial system was 
supposed to rest." 

As to military defense by land forces, it may be said that 
prior to the Seven Years’ War the mother country recognized 
no obligation to protect the colonies from attacks by Indian 
tribes or to preserve law and order within them. The colonial 
charters authorized the grantees to provide for the defense of 
their settlements, and colonial militia systems quickly came 
into existence. Down to the middle of the eighteenth cen- 
tury, the British and French settlements in North America 
were separated by wide stretches of wilderness inhabited 
only by Indians, and the British Government relied upon 
friendly tribes, especially the Iroquois, for frontier defense 
in time of international peace. The good will of the savages 
was stimulated by distributions of presents, mainly at the 
expense of the British Treasury. In colonies peculiarly in 
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danger oE attack at the hands of hostile European powers, 
such as Nova Scotia, New York, South Carolina, and Jamaica, 
British garrisons were quartered, but their cost to the mother 
country was small. ‘It was only under exceptional circum- 
stances and under the stress of absolute necessity, that any 
English forces whatsoever were permanently maintained in 
America. This remained the practice until 1763.’ 80 New York 
was singular among the colonies on the continent of North 
America in being garrisoned by British troops throughout 
the colonial period. 

The same colonial particularism that hampered the British 
Government in its administration of the commercial system 
in the colonies also stood in the way of the establishment of 
an adequate system of colonial defense. An obvious remedy, 
from the point of view of English administrators, was the 
abolition of existing colonial governments and the union of 
the colonies in a single super-province, with a single execu- 
tive head and military expenses defrayed from a common 
treasury. The Dominion of New England, formed during 
the reign of James II, was a long step in this direction, but 
tliis Stuart creation was swept away by the Glorious Revolu- 
tion. 

The bitter and prolonged imperial rivalry between France 
and Britain in the eighteenth century made the military de- 
fense of the British colonies a subject of prime importance 
and concern. The conflict with the French and their Indian 
allies partook of the character of both imperial and local 
warfare, but no general permanent principles defining the 
respective military responsibilities of colony and mother 
country were laid down. Prior to the Seven Years’ War, there 
was, in Beer’s words, ‘no distinct theory nor any well-defined 
practice regarding the miltiary activities and duties of the 
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colonies in time of war with a European power.' tl The 
colonies tv ere expected to repel invasion to the limit of their 
ability, and upon occasion colonial troops co-operated with 
British forces in offensive operations against the French. For 
example, Port Royal was captured in 1710 by a force of New 
England regiments and British marines, and Louisbourg was 
taken in 1745 by a New England force transported in colo- 
nial vessels and convoyed by a British squadron. During the 
period of the French wars, various schemes and combinations 
of schemes for colonial defense were tried, but intercolonial 
and sectional jealousies and animosities hampered, when 
they did not wholly prevent, intercolonial military' co-opera- 
tion, and British efforts to secure fixed quotas of men and 
money from the several colonies— the "requisition system'— 
met with little success. 8 ’ Early in the eighteenth century, 
parliamentary taxation of the colonies as a means of raising 
revenue to provide for their defense was considered, but 
nothing came of proposals that were made. 

On the eve of the Seven Years’ War, which was to settle 
the long struggle between Britain and France for predomi- 
nance m North America, plans were proposed for increasing 
the military strength of the colonies and placing their defense 
on a more equitable and efficient basis, but it was impossible 
to put them into operation. One of these, the celebrated 
Albany Plan of 1754, of composite authorship but largely 
the work of Benjamin Franklin, provided for the establish- 
ment of a political federation of the continental British 
colonies, exclusive of the buffer colonies of Nova Scotia and 
Georgia." The proposed powers of the new federal govern- 
ment included the raising of troops and building of forts and 
the levying of taxes to obtain the necessary revenue. The old 
spirit of particularism proved too strong, howev er, and none 
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of the colonies approved the plan. Referring to the Albany 
Plan, Franklin mote years later in his Autobiography: ‘I am 
still of the opinion it would have been happy for both sides 
the water if it had been adopted. The colonies, so united, 
would have been sufficiently strong to have defended them- 
selves; there would then have been no need of troops from 
England; of course, the subsequent pretence for taxing 
America, and the bloody contest it occasioned, would have 
been avoided.’ 84 During the Seven Years’ War, recourse was 
had again to the old requisition system, and again it proved 
far from satisfactory. In the military campaigns some of the 
colonies, generally those more immediately menaced, did 
well, while others displayed a lamentable lack of public 
spirit. From the military point of view, the requisition system 
was sadly deficient, and it was inequitable as well in that it 
penalized the more public-spirited colonies and rewarded the 
backsliders. 

Experience gained during the Seven Years’ War strength- 
ened British opinion that reforms in colonial defense were 
necessary. Solution of the problem by means of a colonial 
union seemed to be ruled out, and the Grenville Ministry, 
which took office in 1763, determined to maintain a perma- 
nent standing army of some 10,000 men in the British posses- 
sions in America and to tax the colonists by parliamentary 
authority for the partial defrayal of the expenditure involved. 
Despite the fall of French power in North America, strong 
reasons could be given for keeping a permanent peace-time 
military establishment there. Great Britain had come into 
possession of a vast domain stretching from the Hudson’s 
Bay Company’s territories in the north to the Gulf of Mexico 
in the south, from the Alleghenies on the east to the Missis- 
sippi on the west, and she had acquired a number of West 
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Indian islands from France. Colonial defense was necessarily 
a major problem of British statesmanship. There were nu- 
merous frontier forts and trading posts to be garrisoned; 
there were restive Indian tribes to be dealt with; there was 
the menace of unfriendly Spanish power on the Mississippi; 
and in the background there was always the possibility of a 
war of revenge on the part of France. 

The two measures of the Grenville Ministry for raising 
revenue in the colonies to meet the expenses of defending 
them were the Sugar Act of 1764 and the Stamp Act of 1765, 
which together were expected to produce somewhat less than 
one-half of the revenue necessary for the maintenance of the 
British troops stationed in the colonies. In addition. Parlia- 
ment in 1765 passed a Quartering Act requiring the several 
colonies to provide barracks for the troops, as well as to fur- 
nish them with certain supplies and transportation. From 
the point of view of the British Empire this legislation was a 
tragic failure. Its most palpable result was to provoke the 
colonists to united opposition and a questioning of parlia- 
mentary authority over them. For the moment the British 
Government yielded. The Rockingham Ministry in 1766 re- 
pealed the Stamp Act and modified the Sugar Act; the most 
conspicuous result of the Quartering Act was an unseemly 
controversy between the British Government and the New 
York Assembly. 

Then came Charles Townshend’s disastrous Revenue Act 
of 1767. Its preamble was unmistakable. The new duties laid 
on articles imported into the colonies from Britain were in- 
tended not for the regulation of trade but for revenue, part 
of which was to go to ‘defraying the expenses of defending, 
protecting, and securing’ the colonies. Townshend merely 
taught the colonists to call still further in question all parlia- 
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mentary authority over them. And meanwhile the expenses 
of the standing army were borne almost entirely by the tax- 
payers of Great Britain, resounding preambles to the con- 
trary notwithstanding. 

The office of Commander-in-Chief of the British forces in 
North America, which began with the appointment of the 
ill-fated General Braddock to that position in 1754, was con- 
tinued after the Seven Years’ War and served, indeed, as the 
principal unifying organ of British colonial administration 
in the years immediately preceding the outbreak of the Rev- 
olutionary War.*® From time to time use was made of the 
British troops to assist the civil authorities in maintaining 
law and order in the colonies, and American patriots came 
to look upon the military establishment as an engine of Brit- 
ish tyranny. The Continental Congress of 1774 complained 
of the authority of the Commander-in-Chief and of the exist- 
ence of a standing army in America without the consent of 
the colonial assemblies, and in the Declaration of Independ- 
ence George III was charged with having 'affected to render 
the Military independent of and superior to the Civil Power.’ 

Inquiring minds are invincibly interested in causation. 
All occurrences in human history, however, have had mul- 
titudinous antecedents, and since the historian is denied the 
use of experiment in the study of his data, it can never be 
ascertained which of these antecedents have exerted deter- 
mining influence. Universal agreement concerning the causes 
of historical events and movements is therefore not to be 
expected. It is not surprising, then, that the American Revo- 
lution has been variously interpreted. One historical school, 
of which Edmund Burke was an early and conspicuous ex- 
ponent, saw in parliamentary taxation of the colonies the 
chief cause of the discontent that resulted in the Revolution, 



gfi THE FALL OF THE OLD COLONIAL SYSTEM 

and we have noted that the principle of parliamentary taxa- 
tion of the colonies was adopted by the British Government 
in its attempt to solve the problem of colonial defense. On 
the other hand. Josiah Tucker, a contemporary and a vigor- 
ous critic of Burke, ridiculed the latter’s emphasis upon taxa- 
tion as the basic cause of the quarrel between the colonies 
and die mother country, attributing colonial discontent 
rather to hostility to the commercial regulations of the old 
colonial system " The free-trade economists of the early nine- 
teenth century also stressed the old commercial system as the 
main cause of colonial discontent. Among modem scholars, 
George Louis Beer was of the opinion that Burke’s opinion 
was essentially correct." Louis Hacker, on the contrary, 
comes much nearer to Tucker's interpretation, attributing 
the Revolution primarily to what he regards as the conflict 
between two rival capitalisms— British mercantile capitalism 
and colonial mercantile and planter capitalism. Speaking of 
events during the period immediately preceding the out- 
break of the Revolution, he poses these questions: ’If in the 
raising of a colonial revenue lay the heart of the difficulty, 
how are we to account for the quick repeal of the Stamp Act 
and the Townshend Acts and the lowering of the mobsses 
duty? And, on the other hand, how aTe we to account for the 
tightening of enforcement of the Acts of Trade and Naviga- 
tion at a dozen and one different points ...?’” Lawrence 
A. Harper, to cite another present-day historian, rejects Pro- 
fessor Hacker’s interpretation. He concludes from a consid- 
eration of the economic effects of the mercantile restrictions 
of the old colonial system that there is no reason for suppos- 
ing that they were the cause of the Revolution. The First 
Continental Congress, Professor Harper remarks, was pre- 
pared to guarantee the British commercial system if the prin- 



INTRODUCTION 


37 

ciple of parliamentary taxation of the colonies were relin- 
quished . 59 ‘If there were any inexorable economic forces 
which were inevitably drawing the Colonies toward revolu- 
tion,’ he sajs, ‘they are hard to detect and the colonists were 
unaware of them.’ The sound conclusion seems to be that 
British taxation of the colonies and British measures for the 
more effective regulation of their trade should both be taken 
into account, together with various other factors, in any at- 
tempt to explain the colonial discontent that culminated 
in American independence. The American Revolution was 
many-sided, and, as in revolutions generally, separate griev- 
ances made common causes. 
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THE RISE OF ANTI-IMPERIALISM 

So long as mercantile doctrines prevailed, colonies continued 
to be prized because of the advantages which Britain was 
supposed to derive from their trade. The time came, how- 
ever, when doubts were cast upon the efficacy of the legal 
regulations and restrictions on which mercantilism relied 
for the attainments of its objects, when the right of the 
mother country to rule colonial dependencies was questioned 
and denied, and when, above all, the fundamental assump- 
tions and conclusions of the mercantile system were chal- 
lenged. It was then that British anti-imperialism had its 
origin. From the beginning of English colonization onward 
objections to particular aspects or predicted results of over- 
sea expansion had occasionally been expressed, but they did 
not constitute anything that could correctly be called an 
anti-imperialist ideology. 

In his classic attack on the mercantile system Adam Smith 
denounced the old colonial system root and branch and went 
so far as to assert that it would be beneficial to the people of 
Great Britain if the colonies were given up. He definitely as- 
sociated anti-imperialism with laissez-faire economics, and 
the Manchester School looked back to him as the original 
Little-Englander. 1 But even before the publication of The 
Wealth of Nations, some of the French physiocrats had con- 
demned the old French colonial system, which was essen- 
tially similar to the British; * and a British contemporary of 
Smith’s, Josiah Tucker, wrote a number of pamphlets during 
3 * 
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the period of the American Revolution, the central idea of 
which, as stated by himself, was that 'the colonies in quarrel- 
ing with the Mother Country are essentially hurting them- 
selves; and are greatly, though not intentionally benefiting 
us, by obliging us to see and pursue our own true and lasting 
interests.’ * 

As a controversial pamphleteer, Tucker enjoyed a great 
vogue in his own day, and several of his pamphlets on eco- 
nomic and political subjects went through a number of edi- 
tions. It is known that Adam Smith had a copy of Tucker’s 
Essay on Trade in his library,* and his pamphlets were not 
unknown to later political economists. J. R. McCulloch in 
his Literature of Political Economy, published in 1845, gave 
the titles of some of them and remarked that Tucker dis- 
played ‘great sagacity,’ 8 and Alfred Marshall has appraised 
his mind as one of ‘finest quality.’ 8 Tucker undoubtedly had 
some influence on the French physiocrats. Turgot had a high 
regard for his economic ideas and translated two of his pam- 
phlets into French. He wrote in a private letter in 1770 that 
his own economic ideas were very similar to Tucker’s and 
expressed astonishment that in a country where the press 
was free. Tucker was almost the only writer to express sound 
views on commerce/ It was unfortunate for the survivial of 
Tucker’s reputation that most of his writings were occasional 
in character, inspired by current events and, though full of 
original and constructive ideas, bound to lose savor with the 
passing of the controversies that gave them birth— facts which 
should be taken into account in explaining why he exerted 
little influence on the subsequent course of English economic 
thought. 8 He planned an opus magnum on economics, but 
he never completed it, though an outline of it was appended 
to his Elements 0} Commerce and Theory of Taxes, which 
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was prhately printed in 1755.* He wrote extensively on the 
American colonies and their disadvantages to the mother 
country, but he never set forth his anti-imperial ideas in a 
comprehensive treatise. 

Tucker’s anti-imperialism is to be explained in large part 
by his economic ideas. 10 A clergyman of the Church of Eng- 
land, he resided at Bristol, as curate and rector, from 1737 
to 1758, when he became Dean of the Cathedral at Glouces- 
ter. 'While at Bristol, which was then, next to London, the 
largest city and the most important center of commerce in 
Great Britain, he became deeply interested in economic 
questions and wrote a number of economic pamphlets. The 
most widely read was his Brief Essay on the Advantages and 
Disadvantages which respectively attend France and Great 
Britain with regard to Trade (1749), which went through 
several editions and won for him a reputation as a well-in- 
formed and thoughtful student of commerce. Tucker was 
one of the first to conceive of the whole range of economic 
life as a proper subject of inquiry, and he believed that it 
ought to be cultivated as such, especially by statesmen and 
legislators. This opinion he expressed as early as 1749, before 
anybody had produced a systematic treatise on economics. 

Like the later classical economists. Tucker regarded self- 
interest as the psy chological basis of economics; he recog- 
nized the existence of the sentiment of benevolence, but he 
believed it to be much weaker than the self-regarding in- 
stinct. Unlike the classical economists, however, he did not be- 
lieve that private and public interests necessarily harmonize. 
They might, in his opinion, and often did, conflict, and he 
always maintained- that it was the business of government to 
regulate the operation of self-interest so that it would conduce 
to the general welfare. He was not, therefore, an advocate of 
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laissez-faire. On the contrary, he held that government ought 
to play an active part in moulding the economic life of the 
nation. But though he agreed with mercantilists in regard to 
the propriety of governmental action to promote national 
prosperity, he dissented vigorously from traditional mercan- 
tilist views on what constituted national prosperity. In a 
striking passage in his Elements he emphatically rejected 
what Adam Smith was later to refute as the basic economic 
doctrine of the mercantile system, namely, that wealth con- 
sists in the precious metals. 11 ‘Suppose a country, separated 
from all the world, and yet abounding in . . . gold and 
silver,’ he wrote, ‘and the inhabitants of it [may be] much 
poorer than the poorest beggar in our streets . . . Suppose 
that the inhabitants are . . . industrious: ... let us sup- 
pose that all the gold and silver was annihilated in one night, 
and what would be the consequences but plainly this, that 
the inhabitants would then devise some ticket or counter for 
the exchange of mutual industry.' It is evident from many 
passages in Tucker’s writings that he, like Smith, regarded 
labor as the foundation of wealth. ‘Industry and labor,’ he 
said, ‘are the only riches, money being merely the ticket or 
sign belonging to them.’ His doctrine of self-interest helps 
to explain the opinion expressed in his colonial pamphlets 
that it was impossible to regulate effectively the trade of the 
colonies, and his dissent from the precious-metals theory of 
prosperity, a theory which was closely related to the colonial 
system, made it easy for him to question the economic value 
of colonies to the mother country. 

In his earlier economic writings, however. Tucker did not 
take an anti-imperial position; he was not then opposed to 
the possession of colonies. He did, indeed, predict, as early 
35 1 749» riiat the British colonies in America would revolt 
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if the time should ever come when they felt themselves to be 
economically self sufficient, but he did not as yet reject the 
mercantilist dogma that colonies were beneficial to their 
mother country as markets and as sources of supply. Before 
long, however, he became skeptical of the value of distant 
colonial possessions. It appears to have been the controversy 
over the Stamp Act that turned his thoughts seriously to the 
question of the political separation of the colonies trow 
Great Britain. 

In his opinions on nationalism, war, and international re- 
lations, Tucker was wholly at variance with mercantilism, 
and his views on these subjects undoubtedly had a good deal 
to do irith his attitude toward the disputes that culminated 
in the revolt of the colonies. His economic studies led him 
to a consideration of the prevention of wars as a means of 
increasing population and convinced him that war was neces- 
sarily injurious economically to the victor as well as to the 
vanquished. During the Seven Years’ War he was entirely out 
of sympathy with the patriotic fervor with which Pitt and 
victory inspired the English people. ‘War, conquests and 
colonies are our present system,’ he said in a private letter 
written during the war, 'and mine is just the opposite . . . 
I look upon the nation at present to be frantic with military 
glory and therefore no more to be argued with than a person 
in a raving fit of a high fever.' In 1763, shortly after the close 
of the war, he published, as a fragment of his contemplated 
comprehensive treatise, an anonymous tract. The Case of 
Going to War for the Sake of Procuring, Enlarging, or Secur- 
ing of Trade, Considered in a New Light, in which he under- 
took to show that no country could gain from the destruction 
or impoverishment of its neighbors, that neither rulers nor 
peoples could be benefited by the most successful war, that 
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trade would inevitably make its way to the country where 
goods were manufactured best and most cheaply, and that 
conquering nations could not manufacture cheaply. The 
pamphlet contains a striking analysis of the forces and classes 
in the community making for war. It attracted little atten- 
tion at the time in England, which Tucker attributed to the 
bellicose disposition of ‘the mob and the news-miters,’ but 
it won some approval abroad, and Jeremy Bentham appears 
to have been acquainted with it, for in his Principles of In- 
ternational Law he referred to Tucker as an ‘original miter,' 
whose object was ‘to persuade the world of the inutility of 
war, but more particularly of the war then raging when he 
mote.’ In a later tract, Cui Bono?, published in 1781, when 
England and France were again at war, Tucker wrote: ’It is 
as much the real interest of Great Britain that France should 
be a rich country, and not a poor one, as I have already 
proved that the great riches of England are beneficial to 
France.’ He did not underrate the tenacity with which men 
cling to cherished ideas, and he entertained no vain expecta- 
tion that the fallacious arguments in favor of war would soon 
be discarded, but he hoped that the time would come when 
men would look upon going to war for the sake of trade and 
dominion in the same light in which they then regarded the 
madness of their ancestors ‘in fighting under the banner of 
the peaceful Cross, to recover the Holy Land.’ A contempt 
for ’the mob,’ which is often expressed in his writings, was 
based, in part at least, upon its belligerent propensities and 
intemperate zeal for wars and colonial conquests. 

Long before the revolt of the American colonies Tucker 
seated Chat self-interest atone bound them to Britain. In 
the earliest of his American tracts he said that the British 
conquest of Canada, in freeing the colonies from the danger 
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of French conquest, broke the tie of self-interest by releasing 
them from dependence upon the mother country for de- 
fense. This was the opinion of Turgot and other contem- 
poraries, and it has generally been regarded by historians as 
sound. It was in the nature of colonies, according to Tucker, 
‘to aspire after independence, and to set up for themselves as 
soon as ever they find that they are able to subsist without 
being beholden to the Mother Country.’ That the British 
colonies were the first to become independent he attributed 
to that ‘bold free Constitution, which is the prerogative and 
boast of us all.’ He ridiculed the idea that parliamentary 
taxation of the colonies was the original cause of their quar- 
rel with the mother country, and referred to British statutes 
to show that from the seventeenth century there had been 
‘mutual discontents, mutual animosities and reproaches.’ In 
a tract published in 1766 he ascribed colonial opposition to 
the Stamp Act not to that measure itself but rather to the 
colonists’ hostility to the commercial regulations of the co- 
lonial system, which the British Government was trying to 
enforce. In this he anticipated the view taken by English 
free-trade political economists of the nineteenth century, 
who regarded commercial restrictions as the basic cause of 
the Revolution and believed that taxation merely hastened 
a crisis that was inevitable. In another pamphlet, written 
several years later, he predicted the eventual independence of 
Canada. ‘Canada,’ he said, addressing the Americans, ‘when 
it has grown rich by our means, and our capitals, will as- 
suredly set up for Independence, as you have done. And in a 
few years, we shall have the same scenes of malevolence and 
ingratitude displayed there, which you are pleased to exhibit 
in your provinces.' 

As this quotation indicates, Tucker's anti-imperialism was 
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not due to any sympathy on his part for the cause of the 
colonists. His colonial pamphlets are full oE contempt for 
those ‘most ungrateful, ungovernable, and rebellious people,’ 
and one of his most unfortunate predictions was that if they 
should gain their independence, they would remain a quar- 
relsome and disunited people to the end of time. Unlike his 
radical contemporaries in England, he accepted the doctrine 
that the American colonists were virtually represented in 
Parliament, and he never doubted its constitutional right to 
tax them. At the time of the dispute over the Stamp Act he 
argued in the strongest terms for the unlimited sovereignty 
of Parliament throughout the British Empire. His anti-im- 
perialism was based wholly on British interests, not at all on 
American rights. 

In contending that colonial trade could not be controlled 
effectively in the interest of the mother country. Tucker 
struck at the whole elaborate scheme of commercial regula- 
tion that went to make up the old British colonial system. 
His conclusions on this point followed from his doctrine of 
self-interest and were supported by his study of the history 
of colonial trade. In his Treatise concerning Civil Govern- 
ment , published in 1781, he declared that it was 'impossible 
to compel distant settlements to trade with the parent state 
to any great degree beyond what their own interest would 
prompt them to,’ and in Tour Letters on Important National 
Subjects, addressed to Lord Shelburne and published in 
1783, he said that trade depended on interest alone. 

Nor was it in our power, even when we were strongest, and 
they in the weakest stage of their existence ... to compel them 
to trade with us to their own loss. Mutual interest was the only 
tie between America and Great Britain at all times and sea- 
sons ... As to the planting of colonies for the sake of a monop- 
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olizing, or exclusive trade, it is the arrantest cheat, and self- 
deception, which poor, short-sighted mortals c\ er put upon them- 
selves. 

The doctrine of self-interest explains, moreover, Tucker’s 
confident and happy prediction that the loss of the colonies 
would not result in a decline of British trade with them. The 
Americans, he said, could get better prices for most of their 
products in the British market than in any other, and could 
buy most of what they needed more cheaply there than else- 
where. ‘The colonies, we know by experience,' he mote in 
l 774> 'will trade with any people, even with their bitterest 
enemies . . . provided they shall find it their interest to do 
so.’ 

Like later anti-imperialists. Tucker called attention to the 
heavy burdens that the possession of colonies imposed upon 
the mother country. America, he said in 1783, 'ever was a 
millstone hanging about the neck of this country, to weigh 
it down: and as we ourselves had not the wisdom to cut the 
rope, and to let the burthen fall off, the Americans have 
kindly done it for us.' In the Treatise concerning Civil Gov- 
ernment he voiced the hope that Jamaica and the Leeirard 
Islands would become independent and declared that colo- 
nies were always an encumbrance to their mother countries, 
‘requiring perpetual and expensive nursing in their infancy, 
and becoming headstrong and ungovernable in proportion 
as they grow up, and never failing to revolt as soon as they 
shall find that they do not want our assistance.' Nor, in his 
opinion, were the bad results of imperialism solely economic. 
To it he attributed in large part the political evils of the day 
in England, especially the increasing influence of die Crown. 
Alluding to Burke’s scheme for economical reform, he said 
that the abandonment of the colonies would be worth a 
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thousand of the petty economies that reforming politicians 
were proposing. 

On the eve of the American Revolution many Americans 
and some of their friends in England took the ground that 
Parliament had no lawful authority over the colonies. They 
claimed for the latter a status of constitutional equality with 
Great Britain and proposed that the Empire should be re- 
organized on this basis. Tucker discussed this ‘Scheme of 
Independency respecting the Parliament, but not respecting 
the King’ and pronounced it to be inadmissible from every 
point of view. 

Tucker’s proposal for solving the colonial problem was 
stated clearly and boldly in his pamphlet, The True Interest 
of Great Britain set forth in regard to the Colonies, published 
in 1774, at a time when scarcely anyone else, even in the col- 
onies, had gone so far as to suggest secession from the Em- 
pire. It was 'to separate entirely from the North American 
colonies, by declaring them to be a free and independent 
people, over whom we lay no claim,’ and then to offer ‘to 
guarantee tin’s freedom and independence against all foreign 
invaders whatever.’ This proposal received respectful consid- 
eration in some of the English newspapers and reviews. In 
another of his American pamphlets, published in the follow- 
ing year. Tucker urged that all colonies in revolt at a certain 
date be cut off from the mother country by act of Parliament. 
When the War of Independence broke out, he was strongly 
opposed to the recovery of the rebellious colonies by military 
conquest, and he remained of this mind throughout the con- 
flict. Toward the end of the hostilities he wrote in Cut 
Bono?: ‘Were America this moment to lay herself at our feet, 
and to submit to a Carte blanche , provided we would take 
her again into favour,— it is evidently our interest not to ac- 



THE FALL Of THE OLD COLONIAL SYSTEM 


cept of such a present.’ Upon learning of Cornwallis’s sur- 
render at Yorktown, he said: ‘To congratulate my country 
on being defeated is contrary to that decency which is due to 
the public. And yet, if this defeat should terminate in a total 
Separation from America, it would be one of the happiest 
events that hath ever happened to Great Britain.' After the 
fall of Lord North’s Ministry in 1782, when it was clear 
that American independence was assured. Tucker thus 
summed up his views on the American question in a letter 
to his friend Lord Karnes: 

I look upon it to have been a very imprudent act to have 
settled any distant colonies at all, whilst there remained an inch 
of land in Great Britain capable of further cultivation; after- 
wards, to have been very foolish and absurd to have engaged in 
their disputes either with the French or Spaniards, and to have 
espoused their quarrels, and lastly, to have been the height of 
madness to have endeavored to conquer them after they had 
broken out in open rebellion. They were always, from first to 
last, a heavy weight upon us, a weight which we ourselves ought 
to have thrown off if they had not done it for us. 

Tucker was not under the illusion that it would be easy to 
persuade the English people or their government that sepa- 
ration from the colonies was desirable. ‘Prejudices and pre- 
possessions are stubborn things in all cases, but in none more 
peculiarly obstinate than in relinquishing detached parts of 
an unwieldy, extended Empire; there not being, I believe, a 
single instance in all history of any nation surrendering a 
distant province voluntarily and of free choice, notwithstand- 
ing it was greatly their interest to have done it.’ This sen- 
tence occurs in Tucker’s pamphlet An Humble Address and 
Earnest Appeal, published in 1775. It is interesting to com- 
pare with it the observation made by Adam Smith in his 
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Wealth of Nations, published in the following year: ‘No 
nation ever voluntarily gave up the dominion of any prov- 
ince, how troublesome soever it might be to govern it, and 
how small soever the revenue which it afforded might be in 
proportion to die expense which it occasioned.’ IS 

The independence of die United States naturally con- 
firmed Tucker in his opinion that oversea dependencies 
could not be held permanently against their wishes. Shortly 
after die defeat of Fox’s India Bill in die House of Lords 
and the consequent dismissal of die Fox-North Coalition 
Ministry (December 1783), at a time when die East India 
Company and its affairs were in die forefront of political 
discussion, Tucker contributed an ardcle to the Bristol Jour- 
nal, in which he predicted the overthrow of British rule in 
Bengal. If Britain had been unable to maintain her authority 
over a couple of million people at a distance of only 3,000 
miles, he was unable to understand how men could be so 
‘infatuated with party rage’ or 'blinded with the hopes of 
filthy lucre' as not to realize that a handful of proprietors 
and directors of a trading company could not continue their 
‘detested usurpations over the lives, liberties and properties 
of diirty millions at die distance of 10,000 miles.’ He be- 
lieved that die people of India, unlike the American colo- 
nists, had right on their side, and he felt confident that they 
would recover their ‘original and native independence.’ 

* \o’ c f£ l > 

* * * 

But Tucker, though a keen observer and an acute reasoner, 
and ahead of his generation in many of his opinions, was 
not the founder of a ‘school,’ and exercised no such influence 
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as did his illustrious contemporary, Adam Smith. Since The 
Wealth of Nations in common with other classics, has paid 
the penalty of its fame in being talked about more often than 
it is read, it may not be superfluous to summarize the attack 
which its author made on the old colonial system. 

In considering the benefits derived by the European coun- 
tries from colonization, Adam Smith examined first those 
gained by Europe in general. These consisted, he held, in 
‘the increase of its enjoyments’ and 'the augmentation of its 
industry.’ The surplus produce of America furnished the 
people of Europe with many new commodities, thus increas- 
ing their enjoyments, and it stimulated their industry by en- 
larging the markets for their surplus products. Even coun- 
tries that neither sent anything to America nor received 
anything from it had been benefited by the increased wealth 
of their neighbors. But he was careful to distinguish between 
the effects of colonial trade and the effects of those restric- 
tions upon colonial trade which were the basis of the colonial 
systems of all colonizing states. The restrictions gave the 
mother country a virtual monopoly of the trade of its colo- 
nies, which tended to diminish both the enjoyments and the 
industry of the European nations in general, and of the 
American colonies in particular. 

By rendering the colony produce dearer in all other countries, 
it lessens its consumption, and thereby cramps the industry of 
the colonies, and both the enjoyments and the industry of all 
other countries, which both enjoy less when they pay more for 
what they enjoy, and prodace less when they get less for 
what they produce. By rendering the produce of all other coun- 
tries dearer in the colonies, it cramps in the same manner the 
industry of all other countries, and both the enjoyments and 
the industry of the colonies. 
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His general conclusion in regard to the injurious effects 
on Europe at large of the colonial monopolies maintained 
by the mother countries was this: ‘The surplus produce of 
the colonies ... is the original source of all that increase 
of enjoyments and industry which Europe derives horn the 
discovery and colonization of America, and the exclusive 
trade of the mother countries tends to render this source 
much less abundant than it would otherwise be.’ 

Adam Smith then turned to the particular advantages 
supposed to be derived by the various European countries 
from their respective colonies. The colonies had never fur- 
nished military forces for the defense of their mother coun- 
tries, but, on the contrary, had been dependent upon them, 
to some extent at least, for their own defense in time of war. 
The Spanish and Portuguese colonies alone had contributed 
revenue toward the defense of their mother countries; the 
taxes levied upon others had never been sufficient to defray 
the expenses which they occasioned in time of war. From the 
military point of view the colonies were, therefore, a source 
of weakness rather than of strength. It followed that the 
.benefit of colonies to a mother country consisted ‘altogether 
in those peculiar advantages which are supposed to result 
from provinces of so very peculiar a nature as the European 
colonies of America; and the exclusive trade, it is acknowl- 
edged, is the sole source of all those peculiar advantages.’ a 
good part of the rest of the long chapter in The Wealth of 
Nations on colonies is devoted to showing that the 'peculiar 
advantages’ were illusory, special attention being paid to 
the British colonies. 

The colonial trade, if unrestricted, would, according to 
Adam Smith, have opened a great though distant market for 
such parts of the produce of British industry as exceeded the 



52 THE FALL OF THE OLD COLONIAL SYSTEM 

demand of markets nearer home. It would have encouraged 
Great Britain to augment her surplus production and would 
have increased the quantity of her productive labor. Before 
the colonial monopoly had been established she had been a 
great trading nation, thanks to her commerce with the coun- 
tries of Europe; and if the trade of her colonies had been 
left open to all nations, her own share of it would have been 
in addition to the trade which she had previously enjoyed. 
But as it was, the growth of her colonial trade had been at 
the expense of her foreign trade. 'The causes of decay in 
other branches of foreign trade . . . may all be found in 
the over-growth of the colony trade.’ This overgrowth in- 
volved economic loss to Great Britain, since 

whatever forces into a branch of trade of which the returns are 
slower and more distant than those of the greater part of other 
trades, a greater proportion of the capital of any country than 
what of its own accord would go to that branch, necessarily ren- 
ders the whole quantity of productive labor annually maintained 
there, the whole annual produce of the land and labor of that 
country, less than they otherwise would be. 

The colonial monopoly, moreover, by drawing British capi- 
tal from other branches of trade had raised the rate of British 
profit and increased the competition of foreign capital in 
those branches, thereby subjecting Great Britain to a relative 
disadvantage in them. Furthermore, the colonial monopoly 
had rendered British industry more precarious than it would 
otherwise have been. 

The industry of Great Britain, instead of being accommodated 
to a great number of small markets, has been principally suited 
to one great market . , . The expectation of a rupture with the 
Colonies, accordingly, has struck the people of Great Britain 
with more terror than the^ ever felt for a Spanish armada* or a 
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French invasion ... In the total exclusion from the colony mar- 
ket, was it to last only for a few years, the greater part of our 
merchants used to fancy that they foresaw an entire stop to their 
trade; the greater part of our master manufacturers, the entire 
ruin of their business; and the greater part of our workmen, an 
end of their employment 

A moderate and gradual relaxation of the colonial monop- 
oly was necessary, Adam Smith believed, in order to bring 
about a withdrawal of capital from the overgrown colonial 
trade. 

His indictment of the old colonial system was most sweep- 
ing and severe. When he wrote, it was still the prevailing 
opinion that the benefits reaped by Great Britain from the 
regulation of her colonial trade were a fair compensation for 
the burdens which the possession of the colonies entailed 
upon her. The burdens were undeniable; Adam Smith 
sought to show that the benefits were purely imaginary. The 
colonial system was in essence a monopoly which, ‘like all the 
other mean and malignant expedients of the mercantile sys- 
tem, depresses the industry of all other countries, but chiefly 
that of the colonies, without in the least increasing, but on 
the contrary diminishing, that of the country in whose favor 
it is established.’ All the expense to which Great Britain had 
been put by reason of her possession of colonies had been 
incurred to support a monopoly from which she derived 
nothing but loss. Merchants engaged in the colonial trade 
had gained, but their gains had been at the expense of the 
bulk of the British people. 

Adam Smith believed that it would be to the economic 
advantage of the British nation as a whole if the colonies 
were given up. If this were done, Great Britain would not 
only be saved heavy expense, but would be able to enter 



THE FALL OF THE OLD COLONIAL SYSTEM 


' 54 

into a commercial treaty with the former colonies which 
would secure to her a freedom of trade much more advanta- 
geous to her people than the previous monopoly. He foresaw 
the future greatness of America and envisaged such an alli- 
ance of the English-speaking peoples as many latter-day 
Anglo-Americans have dreamed of. But he was convinced 
that it was futile to argue in favor of giving up the colonies 
since ‘no nation ever voluntarily gave up the dominion of 
any province, how troublesome soever it might be to govern 
it, and how small soever the revenue which it afforded might 
be in proportion to the expense which it occasioned.' This 
being the case, he proposed a plan of imperial reform, includ- 
ing colonial representation in the British Parliament, as a 
substitute for colonial independence. 

In the concluding chapter of The Wealth of Nations Adam 
Smith returned to the subject of the colonies. The British 
Empire in America, he declared, had existed so far in imagi- 
nation only. It lvas not an empire, but the project of an em- 
pire, ‘a project which has cost, which continues to cost, and 
which, if pursued in the same way as it has been hitherto, is 
likely to cost, immense expense, without being likely to bring 
any profit; for the effects of the monopoly of the colony 
trade, it has been shown, are, to the body of the people, mere 
loss instead of profit.’ His anti-imperial views were strength- 
ened by the progress and outcome of the American Revolu- 
tion, and he came to believe that the fallacy of imperialism 
was the subject on which it was most important to enlighten 
the public opinion of Europe. The fact that Adam Smith 
thought that the abandonment of colonies held under the 
old colonial system would be economically advantageous to 
Great Britain does not justify us, of course, in saying that he 
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would have objected to such a relationship as has come to 
exist between Great Britain and the present self-governing 
British Dominions. 


While Tucker and Adam Smith were arguing that the 
possession of colonies was detrimental to the interests of the 
mother country, others were denying her right to exercise 
political authority over them. The British radical movement 
of the eighteenth century is remembered chiefly in connec- 
tion with parliamentary reform. Some of those most actively 
assodated with it, however, took a deep interest in the cause 
of the American colonies and expressed views regarding the 
nature and proper organization of the British Empire that 
are worthy of examination in themselves and may assume a 
heightened significance by reason of modem constitutional 
developments in the Empire. It may be remarked in passing 
that the controversy between the colonies and the British 
Government over taxation was not without influence upon 
the agitation in England for parliamentary reform, since it 
hinged on the question of representation and inevitably threw 
into bold relief the unrepresentative character of the House 
of Commons. 1 * The doctrine of virtual representation, used 
to justify parliamentary taxation of the colonies, turned out 
to be a two-edged sword, for it was impossible to show that 
the Americans had as much voice in the election of members 
of Parliament as the great majority of Englishmen at home, 
without admitting that the latter had none at all. If Sheffield 
and Manchester were not represented in Parliament, James 
Otis's answer was that ‘they ought to be.* When the author of 
The Regulations lately made concerning the Colonies, and 
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the Taxes imposed upon Them, Considered (London, 1765) 
insisted that the colonists were in the same condition as the 
majority of the inhabitants of Great Britain, that while 
neither could vote for members of Parliament both were 
nevertheless represented in it, Richard Bland of Virginia 
replied, in his Enquiry into the Rights of the British Colo- 
nies (1766), that neither were represented. Though Bland’s 
purpose was to defend the rights of the colonists, not to cham- 
pion the cause of the unenfranchised in Britain, he took 
occasion to remark that the reform of the British franchise 
would be ‘a work worthy of the best patriotic spirits in the 
nation.* His tract and many of the other writings of the 
American Whig pamphleteers were reprinted in England, 
and it may well be that they had more effect on the move- 
ment for parliamentary reform than has commonly been 
supposed. 

Of the early British radicals none rendered more valiant 
and sustained service to the cause of reform than Major John 
Cartwright. 14 His pamphlet Take Your Choice, a plea for 
universal male suffrage and annual parliaments, published 
in 1776, won for him the title 'The Father of Reform.' Two 
years before this, however, he entered the lists as a champion 
of American rights with a series of letters addressed to Parlia- 
ment and printed in a newspaper in 1774. These appeared 
in pamphlet form later in the same year as American Inde- 
pendence the Interest and Glory of Great Britain. The publi- 
cation was anonymous, because the writer foresaw that it 
would offend the Government and probably bar him from 
promotion in his profession. He caused a summary of his 
arguments, together with the tract itself, to be distributed to 
members of Parliament, and a second edition, containing 
some supplementary matter, was published in 1775, but Brit- 
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ish public opinion, aroused by the Boston tea episode, was 
then so strongly hostile to the colonies that his views seem 
to have made no great impression. 

In his political philosophy Cartwright was a whole-hearted 
and uncompromising disciple of John Locke. The assump- 
tions of the natural-rights school concerning the rights of 
man and die origin, nature, and purposes of government 
were for him not propositions to be proved, but axioms of 
politics to be accepted as self-evident. Since the Americans, 
in common with all mankind, had an inherent and absolute 
right to freedom, and since no people could be free who 
were not governed by their own consent, it followed that a 
Parliament in which the colonists were not represented could 
have no valid claim to authority over them. It was quite be- 
side the mark to argue for such authority by appealing to 
charters or statutes or the original intention of the English 
Government in planting colonies or the former exercise of 
parliamentary authority over them, for inalienable human 
rights could not be affected thereby. It was not proper to 
quote British statutes to prove the sovereignty of Parliament 
over America, since it was these very statutes that were called 
in question, and therefore their testimony must be rejected. 
And as for charters, even if they had stipulated that the 
colonists should acknowledge the sovereignty of Parliament, 
still Parliament would have no right to such sovereignty, 
'for freedom, notwithstanding all that sophistry may say to 
the contrary, cannot be alienated by any human creature; 
much less can he enslave his posterity.’ Cartwright referred 
to the proposal that had been made several times for die 
admission of American representatives to die British Parlia- 
ment only to dismiss it as thoroughly impracticable. The 
Americans would never consent to 'trust their property, their 
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freedom, their dearest rights, their everything, in the hands 
of exiles, sent half-way to the Antipodes . . . and exposed to 
every temptation to betray them.’ 

Cartwright’s ideas respecting the nature of the British Em- 
pire were substantially the same as those ’expressed by con- 
temporary American radicals. For him as for them, the Em- 
pire was not a single state, consisting of a mother country 
and her dependencies, but a group of states, equal in consti- 
tutional status, with co-ordinate legislatures and a common 
king. According to this view the relations between the colo- 
nies and Great Britain were similar to those between Han- 
over and Great Britain, or to those between England and 
Scotland before the union of 1707. 'I would consider the 
American governments, like that of Ireland, as sister king- 
doms,’ wrote Cartwright, 'and I would cement a lasting union 
with them as between the separate branches of one great 
family.’ To the argument that military necessity-the defense 
of the whole Empire— required that Parliament should have 
sovereign authority over all parts of it, he replied that 

if an empire be too large, and its parts too widely separated by 
immense oceans, or other impediments, to admit of being gov- 
erned on the principles essentially belonging to all free govern- 
ments, it is an over-grown empire, and ought to be divided be- 
fore it fall to pieces. The welfare and happiness of mankind 
supersede every other possible claim or pretension to govern. 

Cartwright did not admit, however, that such an associa- 
tion of states as he envisaged would be deficient in defensive 
strength; and if uncertainty about securing the support of 
the American stales for warlike projects should make British 
ministers cautious about embarking in continental wars, it 
would be a good thing. ‘No ingenuous man will, however, 
entertain a serious doubt of the readiness of the Americans 
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to contribute their share to every necessary expense of gov- 
ernment, so long as they shall find themselves in possession of 
their freedom.’ 

What Cartwright proposed for the solution of the imperial 
problem was an act of Parliament declaring ‘that it is incon- 
sistent with the welfare of the people of the said colonies or 
states, and prejudicial to their natural inherent rights as 
men, to be governed by the parliament of Great Britain, or 
any other power foreign to themselves respectively,’ and en- 
acting that the colonies between the Gulf of St. Lawrence 
and the mouth of the Mississippi 

are all held and declared to be free and independent states, each 
to be subject to such law and government only as now subsists, 
or shall hereafter be enacted and constituted within itself by its 
own proper legislature; and that of each and every of the said 
independent states, his Majesty is, and shall be held to be, the 
sovereign head, in like manner as he is of the legislature of 
Great Britain. 

The act, he thought, ought to declare Parliament to be the 
protector of all the states, collectively and individually, 
against every foreign power, and the guarantor of the inde- 
pendence of each with respect to the others; and it should 
provide for a treaty to be made with them ‘in order that a 
firm, brotherly, and perpetual league may be concluded be- 
tween Great Britain and them for their mutual commercial 
benefit, and their joint security against all other kingdoms 
and states, as well as for the preservation of that warm affec- 
tion and harmony which ought ever to subsist between a 
mother-country and her offspring.’ By such a reorganization 
of the Empire, the king, Cartwright remarked, would be the 
gainer, since he would thereby ‘receive fifteen independent 
kingdoms in exchange for as many dependent, and hardly 
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dependent provinces, and become the father of three million 
of free and happy subjects, instead of reigning joint tyrant 
over so many discontented slaves, or losing by revolt so many 
of his people.' In a postscript to his tract, printed in the edi- 
tion of 1775, he gave the text of his proposed emancipating 
act, and suggested as a suitable name for the association of 
free states that was his ideal, ‘The Grand British League and 
Confederacy.’ 

Another pamphlet that appeared in 1774 was A Declara- 
tion of the People’s Natural Right to a Share in the Legis- 
lature. The author was the philanthropist Granville Sharp, 
who is remembered principally for the very important part 
he played in the British anti-slavery movement. 1 ' His devo- 
tion to the cause of liberty made him a warm champion of 
the rights of Ireland and America, and it is with this subject 
that his tract is concerned. Sharp's conception of the Empire 
followed logically from the postulate expressed in his title. 
Since it was a natural right of man to participate in legisla- 
tion, it was iniquitous and unlawful to legislate for the colo- 
nies without their consent. They were subject to no other 
legislature than their own, and the Empire was an associa- 
tion of equals. 

And yet [he wrote], howsoever distinct these several parts or 
provinces may seem, in point of situation, as well as in the exer- 
cise of a separate legislative power for each, (which constitutional 
Right they have enjoyed beyond the memory of man,) they are 
nevertheless firmly united by the circle of the British Diadem, 
so as to form one vast Empire, which will never be divided, if 
the safe and honest policy may be adopted, of maintaining the 
British Constitution, inviolate, in all parts of the Empire. 

The proposal that the colonies should be totally separated 
from Great Britain, which had just been made by Dean 
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Tucker, Sharp strongly condemned. Association of the colo- 
nies and Great Britain in a free commonwealth, not the dis- 
ruption of tlte Empire, was his solution of the Britannic 
question. 

But how [he asked] will the trunk or stock of the vast British 
Vine appear, if we should entirely separate or lop off the 
branches? The American branches are already detached, indeed, 
(in point of distance,) and widely separated from the Trunk, by 
a vast Ocean; but the imperial Crown of Great-Britain is, never- 
theless, a sufficient band of union or connexion between 
them. . . . 

More widely read than either Cartwright’s pamphlet or 
Sharp’s was Dr. Richard Price's Observations on the Nature 
of Civil Liberty, the Principles of Government , and the Jus- 
tice and Policy of the H’nr with America . 19 This work was 
published in 1776 and more than 60,000 copies were sold 
during that year. Price was one of die foremost disciples of 
Locke and a leader in the radical movement. At the time his 
pamphlet was published he was already well known for his 
writings on ethics and finance and was on terms of intimacy 
with Lord Shelburne, Colonel Barr£, and other members of 
Parliament. Believing that the public debt of Great Britain, 
then about £140,000,000, svas an evil direatening die most 
serious consequences and diat the attempt to coerce the colo- 
nies would, if persisted in, prove financially disastrous, and 
also thoroughly cominced oE the justice of die American 
cause. Price sought to arouse British opinion in favor of a 
policy- of pacification. 

From the nature and principles of civil liberty as defined 
by himself. Price drew the 'immediate and necessary infer- 
ence that no one community can have any power over the 
property or legisladon of another community that is not 
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incorporated with it by a just and adequate representation.’ 
A country subject to the legislature of another, in which it 
was not represented, was in ‘a state of slavery.’ The language 
of the Declaratory Act of 1766 was the language of a master 
to slaves. Englishmen were so accustomed to speaking of the 
colonies as ‘our colonies’ that the meanest of them looked 
upon himself as having a body of subjects in America, but 
in reality ‘the people of America are no more the subjects 
of the people of Britain, than the people of Yorkshire are 
the subjects of the people of Middlesex.' The only type of 
empire consistent with Price's principles was that in which 
all the component communities were free and mutually in- 
dependent His ideal was a voluntary, co-operative alliance 
of self-governing states, co-ordinate with each other but 
united through the crown. He believed that ‘a common rela- 
tion to one supreme executive head, an exchange of kind 
offices, tyes of interest and affection, and compacts’ would 
afford a sufficient basis of imperial unity. 

The similarity between the imperial ideas of Cartwright 
and Sharp and Price and the actual relations which now exist 
between Britain and the self-governing Dominions of the 
British Commonwealth is obvious. This being the case, it 
might seem incorrect to include their ideas in a discussion of 
anti-imperialism. They did not advocate the total separation 
of the colonies from the mother country. If, however, the 
colonies had been recognized as being independent of Parlia- 
ment, as they desired, the empire of the old colonial system 
would have ceased to exist. Equality of status as between the 
colonies and Britain was wholly inconsistent with eighteenth- 
century mercantilist conceptions of empire. 

Of the English radicals whose speculations on political and 
social questions were influenced by the French Revolution, 
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the 'Jacobinical Radicals,’ as they have been called, William 
Godwin was the arch-philosopher. In his Enquiry concerning 
Political Justice , published in 1793, he was not concerned to 
any great extent with the subject of imperialism, but colo- 
nies, however acquired and for whatever purpose retained, 
were wholly incompatible with h is political ideals. ‘Are these 
provinces held in a state of dependence for our otvn sake or 
for theirs?’ he asked. 

If for our own, we must recollect this is still an usurpation, and 
that justice requires we should yield to others what we demand 
for ourselves, the privilege of being governed by the dictates of 
their own reason. If for theirs, they must be told, that it is the 
business of associations of men to defend themselves, or, if that 
be impracticable, to look for support to the confederation of 
their neighbors . . . The principle which will not fail to lead 
us right upon this subject of foreign dependencies, as well as 
upon a thousand others is, that that attribute however splendid, 
is not really beneficial to a nation, that is not beneficial to the 
great mass of individuals of which the nation consists. 


The course of the War for Independence naturally stimu- 
lated speculation concerning the future of the British Em- 
pire. One product of this interest was a pamphlet published 
in 1782 entitled The Interest 0/ Great Britain with regard to 
her American Colonies Considered . Its author was James 
Anderson, a man of some importance in his ovra day and a 
writer who is known to have influenced Jeremy Bentham in 
his ideas about colonies. Like Adam Smith, Anderson ob- 
jected to the mercantilism of the old colonial system, and he 
looked upon Great Britain’s colonies in the new world as a 
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cause of war and a source of military weakness to her. It 
should be the aim of British policy, he urged, 'to preserve 
the vigour of the parent state independent of the colonies' 
and ‘not for a moment to forget that sooner or later they 
must be separated from her, and that she must so act as to be 
prepared for the event.’ All the European colonial powers 
ought to agree to abolish all their monopolistic commercial 
privileges in America and declare their colonial possessions 
neutral in time of war. The military events of the war then 
in progress explain Anderson's proposal that Great Britain 
should recognize the independence of the ‘States of America’ 
but should retain Georgia, the City of New York, and Long 
and Staten Islands.” 

In 1783 Sir John Sinclair, a member of Parliament and 
later actively influential in establishing the Board of Agricul- 
ture, published a short tract, La Crise de VEurope, in which 
he ventured to propose for serious consideration by the na- 
tions of Europe the question of a general emancipation of 
colonies.” In his History of the Public Revenue of the British 
Empire, a work which was for many years a standard treatise 
—the first volume appeared in 1785— he relumed to this sub- 
ject and urged that if his proposal were adopted Great Brit- 
ain would be freed from a heavy burden of expenditure and 
would at the same time gain access to the markets of South 
America and the foreign West Indies. With a naivete genuine 
or assumed, he remarked that France and Spain, having con- 
tributed so liberally to the British colonies in their revolt, 
could not consistently object to the independence of their 
own coloniesl ‘The same natural rights and privileges, which 
they supported in one part of America, every other district, 
and every other inhabitant of that continent, and of the 
islands in its neighbourhood, are equally entitled to.’ In a 



THE RISE OF ANTI-IMPERIALISM 65 

later edition of his History he estimated the expenditure of 
Great Britain on account of the North American colonies, 
from 1714 to 1788, at £40,000,000, in addition to the cost 
of wars in which she had been involved mainly because of 
her colonies, which he reckoned at £240,000,000. Inquiries 
into expenditure for the colonies he deemed all the more 
necessary, since ‘the rage for colonization’ had not yet wholly 
subsided. ‘We have lost New England; but a New Wales has 
since started up. How many millions it may cost, may be the 
subject of the calculations of succeeding financiers, a century 
hence, unless by the exertions of some able statesman, that 
source of future waste and extravagance is prevented.’ ** 
According to mercantilist theory, the loss of the American 
colonies should have resulted in a marked decline of British 
exports and shipping, if not in the ruin of British industry. 
But as a matter of fact the United States, after their inde- 
pendence, consumed more British products than they had 
done when they were subject to the restrictions of the colo- 
nial system. For the years 1771-3, inclusive, the average an- 
nual exportation from Great Britain to the thirteen colonies 
amounted to £3,064,843; for 1790-92 it was £3,976,211, and 
for 1798-1800, £6,507, 476.*° During the six years ending with 
1774 the average annual consumption of British products in 
the thirteen colonies was £2,216,824, and for a like period 
ending with 1792 it was £2,807,306. The figures for British 
shipping seemed to tell the same story. In 1772 British ship- 
ping, cleared outwards, amounted to 923,456 tons; in 1784 
the figure was 932,219, and in 1785, for the first time, it 
passed the 1,000,000 mark.* 1 

Arthur Young, who looked to agriculture as the source of 
England’s wealth and was strongly opposed to mercantilist 
monopolies and the old colonial system, was one of those 
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who invoked the post hoc ergo propter hoc argument, at- 
tributing the increasing prosperity of England immediately 
after the American Revolution to the loss of the American 
colonies, and drew the conclusion that all colonies were 
sources of weakness, not of strength, to a mother country. 
During his travels in France on the eve of the French Revolu- 
tion he discussed with the Abb£ Raynal the various evidences 
of British prosperity— the increase in population, consump- 
tion, and industry, the expansion of agriculture, manufac- 
tures, and commerce, and the increasing comfort of the 
people. 

I mentioned the authentic documents and public registers 
which supported such a representation [lie tells us] and I re- 
marked that Abbd Raynal, who attended closely to what I said, 
had not seen or heard of these circumstances, in which he is not 
singular, for I have not met with a single person in France 
acquainted with them; yet they unquestionably form one of the 
most remarkable and singular experiments in the science of 
politics that the world has ever seen; for a people to lose an 
empire-thirteen provinces, and to gain by that loss, an increase 
of wealth, felicity, and power! When will the obvious conclu- 
sions to be drawn from that prodigious event, be adopted? that 
all transmarine, or distant dominions, arc sources of weakness: 
and that to renounce them would be wisdom. Apply this in 
France to St. Domingo, in Spain to Teru, or in England to Ben- 
gal, and mark the ideas and replies that are excited. I have no 
doubt, however, of the fact. 11 

In attempting to appraise public opinion one should be 
careful, however, not to attribute too much weight to indi- 
vidual utterances and exaggerate their representative char- 
acter. The great majority of Englishmen who acquiesced in 
the recognition of American independence did so not be- 
came they regarded it as desirable, hut because they were 
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convinced that it was inevitable. They were pessimists, not 
separatists. The tone that runs through the debates in Parlia- 
ment on the peace treaties of 1782-3 is one of dejection; the 
speakers seem to have believed that the empire, the power, 
and the glory of Britain had passed forever. 23 Their words 
were not those of anti-imperialists, who viewed the independ- 
ence of America with satisfaction; they were the words of dis- 
appointed imperialists. The American Revolution left a leg- 
acy of pessimism that colored all British thinking on the 
subject of colonies for a hundred years. It seemed to give 
historical validation to Turgot’s celebrated botanical anal- 
ogy-colonies are like fruit that falls from the tree when it 
ripens— and additional confirmation was seen in the Latin- 
American revolts of the early nineteenth century. The sepa- 
ration of mature colonies from their mother countries was 
elevated almost to the dignity oE a law of nature. 2 * The 
American Revolution did not, however, cause the British 
Government to abandon the commercial principles of the 
old colonial system or to adopt a more liberal policy of colo- 
nial government; much less did it cause it to favor the inde- 
pendence of Britain's remaining colonies. 

Contemporaneous with the American Revolution were the 
beginnings of that transformation in English industry and 
society that goes by the name of the Industrial Revolution, 
and if it is easy to exaggerate the importance of the former 
as a factor in the change in Englishmen’s attitude toward the 
Empire, it is scarcely possible to attribute too much influence, 
in the long run, to the latter. The mechanical inventions of 
the last half of the eighteenth century gave to the English 
manufacturers who adopted them such advantages over all 
foreign rivals that they came to rely more and more on then- 
own competitive superiority and less and less on the legisla- 



$8 THE FALL OF THE OLD COLOVIAL SYSTEM 

live restrictions and monopolies ol the mercantile system. 
They came, that is to say, to be economic liberals and advo- 
cates of laissez-faire. It was the spread of the new machine 
industry, whose beginnings synchronized with the publica- 
tion of The Wealth of Natiotu, that prepared the soil for the 
growth of Adam Smith’s ideas. 

The early English free-trade movement of the last decades 
of the eighteenth century has generally been regarded as a 
product of economic theory rather than of economic inter- 
ests, and as such different from the later Manchester School. 
Adam Smith represented die British manufacturers of his 
time as a class devoted to monopoly and mercantilism. It has 
been pointed out, however, that he failed to distinguish be- 
tween manufacturers who adhered to old-fashioned methods 
of production and those who, even in his day, were adopting 
the new machinery.** In dieir desire for new foreign markets, 
increased supplies of raw material, cheap food, and improved 
international relations, the new manufacturers of the late 
eighteenth century clearly foreshadowed die great industrial- 
ists of the days of Cobden and Bright. New conditions were 
transforming them into champions of free trade. The cotton, 
pottery, and iron industries were the first to adopt the new 
inventions, and they took the lead in establishing a manufac- 
turers’ association that seems to have maintained an energetic 
'lobby' in behalf of the Anglo-French commercial treaty of 
1786, the first step taken by Great Britain in the direction 
of free trade. 1 * The principal commodities in which France 
by this treaty made concessions to Great Britain were those in 
the production of which die latter enjoyed advantages result- 
ing from the use of machinery; friends and foes of the treaty 
alike agreed that the cotton, hardware, and pottery industries 
would be its chief beneficiaries; and William Eden (after- 
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wards Lord Auckland), appointed by Pitt to negotiate the 
treaty, was regarded as a champion of the new manufac- 
turers .* 7 

But the early free-trade movement did not have any seri- 
ous effect on British colonial policy. Before the new eco- 
nomic liberalism had been put into operation to any great 
extent, the war with Revolutionary France broke out. A re- 
newal of the conflict with the old political and commercial 
rival— the eternal enemy, as patriotic Englishmen thought— 
as well as a crusade against revolution, it produced a re- 
surgence of nationalist, mercantilist, and imperialist senti- 
ment in England, and it stifled liberalism in all its phases 
for more than a generation. Free trade suffered the same fate 
as parliamentary reform. The struggle with Napoleon gave 
heightened meaning to the old mercantilist slogan, ‘ships, 
colonies, commerce.’ The British North American provinces 
seemed more valuable as sources of supply for naval stores 
when the countries of the Baltic were exposed to French in- 
fluence and conquest; * s and colonies were all the more prized 
as markets when British manufacturers contemplated rue- 
fully the effects on their fortunes of Napoleon's Continental 
System and Jefferson’s Embargo and Madison's War. The 
Non-Intercourse Acts passed by Congress were cited to show 
the loss that British trade might suffer if the remaining Brit- 
ish colonies followed the example of the United States .* 8 
When new colonial possessions— Malta, Ceylon, Trinidad, 
the Cape of Good Hope— were the fruits of dearly won vic- 
tor)-, British patriots were not disposed to question their 
value. 
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But Waterloo dosed an era, and during the period of inter- 
national peace that followed, submerged radical movements 
revived. The rising school of Political Economy, whatever its 
exponents may have found to criticize in the specific teach- 
ings of Adam Smith, based their work on the foundations 
which he had laid. Ricardo’s Principles of Political Economy 
appeared in i$ty, and treatises on the same subject were 
published by Malthus in 1820, James Mill in 1821, and J. R. 
McCulloch in 1825. As sworn foes of mercantilism and all 
its works, the economists were of course opposed to the colo- 
nial system, and at a time when empire without commercial 
restriction seemed an anomaly, their teaching was naturally 
anti-imperialist in tone. 

Closely related to the political economists were the Philo- 
sophical Radicals, who owned Bentham as their master, for 
between the new science of wealth and the new philosophy 
of utilitarianism there was a natural affinity. Bentham him- 
self was a warm admirer of Adam Smith, and his foremost 
disciple, James Mill, was on terms of intimacy with Ricardo 
and other economists. In Mill, Ricardo, Malthus, and Mc- 
Culloch utilitarian philosophy and laissez-faire economics 
were all but fused.” As free-traders these men condemned 
the commercial restrictions of the colonial system; as radicals 
in politics, they were opposed to the existing system of colo- 
nial administration, which they regarded as bureaucratic, op- 
pressive, and unintelligent. 

In their formal treatises the economists had little to say 
about colonies and colonial policy, but an article by Mc- 
Culloch, published in the Edinburgh Review of August 
1825, may fairly be taken as generally representative of their 
attitude.* 1 The monopoly of the colonial trade, according to 
McCulloch, was either useless or pernicious— useless if the 
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mother country could sell in the colonies as cheaply as for- 
eigners, for under such a condition the ties of language and 
relation would give her the command of their markets with- 
out recourse to artificial restrictions; pernicious if she could 
not sell as cheaply, because, though it might compel the colo- 
nies to buy from her what they could buy cheaper from for- 
eigners, it created an artificial demand for her products and, 
therefore, an artificial distribution of her capital and labor. 
'It must divert a portion of them from some of the naturally 
beneficial channels into which they would otherwise have 
flowed, to force them into those where there is no real room 
for them, and where they will be useless the moment the 
monopoly ceases.’ But even if the monopoly were beneficial, 
it could never be strictly enforced. Spain was unable to en- 
force hers, and the British navy had found it impossible to 
guard the American coasts from smugglers. Cheap goods 
would make their way through every barrier. It had been 
urged in support of the colonial system that it insured to the 
mother country a regular supply of colonial produce, but 
Germany, though possessing neither ships nor colonies, was 
as well supplied with it as England. In return for the imagi- 
nary benefits— really detriments— derived from the monopoly 
of the colonial trade the mother country imposed heavy 
burdens on herself. In the interest of colonial producers, she 
excluded foreign sugar and many other products from her 
markets, to the great injury of British consumers; she in- 
curred very heavy expenditure for the defense of the colo- 
nies, even in time of peace. The commercial relations be- 
tween Great Britain and the United States proved the use- 
lessness of the colonial monopoly, for the value of the com- 
modities annually exported to the United States was more 
than seven times as great as before the American Revolution; 
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and the present trade was natural, resting not on ‘the miser- 
able foundation of bounties and prohibitions, but on the 
gratification of real wants and desires.’ The possession of the 
British North American provinces produced expense and 
nothing else for Britain, and it was difficult to see how any 
injury could result to her from the total and unconditional 
abandonment of them. Every man of sense knew that Canada 
must soon be annexed to the United States. 

In considering Philosophical Radicalism in its anti-im- 
perial aspect, the opinions of Bentham should first be ex- 
amined. They can be found in a letter under the caption 
Emancipate Your Colonies, addressed to the French National 
Convention in 1793 but not published till 1830, in the essay 
on Peace in his Principles of International Law, and in his 
Manual of Political Economy Bentham, unlike the early 
Radicals, did not test political organization by its compati- 
bility with natural law and abstract human rights. He and 
his followers applied to it, instead, the criterion of utility— 
the greatest happiness of the greatest number— and judged 
by this test, colonies were found sadly wanting. 

From the point of view of the interests of the mother coun- 
try, Bentham held that the colonies should be emancipated. 
Like Adam Smith, he reasoned that the commercial restric- 
tions of the colonial system were economically detrimental 
to Great Britain. Even those placed upon the trade of the 
colonies, though supposedly in her interest, were really in- 
jurious to her; and they were accompanied by most burden- 
some counter-restrictions on her own trade, in the form of 
tariff discriminations against foreign imports, which forced 
her to buy at high prices from the colonies rather than at low 
prices from foreigners. Bentham laid great stress on the finan- 
cial burdens of empire; to protect the colonies, keep them in 
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dependence, and prevent them from smuggling, fleets and 
armies were necessary, and for these the people of Great 
Britain had to pay, for the colonies yielded no revenue. The 
possession of dependencies, moreover, increased the chances 
of war with foreign nations by arousing their jealousy and 
increasing the number of possible subjects of dispute with 
them. Bentham’s plan for ‘universal and perpetual peace’ had 
for its twin bases the reduction of armaments and 'the eman- 
cipation of the distant dependencies of each state.’ Colonies 
also bred political corruption in the mother country by put- 
ting at the disposal of the Government a multitude of civil 
and military offices. 

From the point of view of the colonists, the effect of the 
colonial system was to sacrifice their real interests to the 
imaginary interests of the mother country. But even if all 
restrictions on their trade were abolished, distance and ig- 
norance of colonial conditions would still make it impossible 
for Great Britain to rule them as well as they could rule 
themselves. Justice to the colonists, as well as the interests of 
the mother country, called for the emancipation of all adult 
colonies, though those that were unable to take care of them- 
selves ought not to be turned adrift. The most important 
thing was to get rid of the false ideas that were used to jus- 
tify the colonial system. 

^Vhen we shall have ceased to consider colonies with the greedy 
eyes of fiscality, the greater number of these inconveniences will 
cease of themselves. Let governments lay aside all false mercan- 
tile notions, and all jealousy of their subjects, and everything 
which renders their yoke burthensome will fall at once; there 
will no longer be any reason to fear hostile dispositions and wars 
for independence. If wisdom alone were listened to, the ordinary 
object of contention would be reversed-the mother-country 
would desire to see her children powerful, that they might be- 
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come free, amt the colonies viould fear the loss of that tutelary 
authority which gave them internal tranquility anti security 
against cMcmal foes,** , 

Like many of Bentham’s other works, those that have been 
referred to were not published for years after they had been 
Witten.' 4 Emancipate 1 ’our Co/om'rj was not published till 
1830, the Principles of International Law and the Manual 
of Political Economy not till 1843, years after Bentham’s 
death. But, as is well known, the spread of his ideas was not 
dependent on his own writings exclusively; his influence on 
British opinion owed much to the activities of his disciples. 
Of these the most important was James Mill, who was him- 
self a radiating center of Utilitarianism." 

Mill prepared a series of articles for the supplement to the 
fourth, fifth, and sixth editions of the Encyclopedia Britan - 
niea, which expressed the orthodox Utilitarian creed on the 
subjects of which they treated. In the article 'Colony,* which 
appeared in 18a j. he condemned the commercial restrictions 
of the colonial system, and laid it down that colonies were a 
source of vast expense and political corruption as well as a 
major cause of war. He was especially opposed to the use of 
them as convict settlements and strongly reprobated trans- 
portation as a punishment for crime. 

In 182} the Westminster Jlevieu', the leading organ of 
Utilitarianism, was founded, and, in the words of John Smart 
Mill, it 'gave a recognized status , in the arena of opinion and 
discussion, to the Bentliamic type of Radicalism.' *• When- 
ever it had occasion to deal with the colonies, its anti-imperi- 
alism was manifest. It viewed them as 'impediments to com- 
merce, drawbacks on prosperity, pumps for extracting the 
property of the many for the benefit of the few, the strong- 
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holds and asylums of despotism and misrule.’ 87 It undertook 
to prove that British dominion over Canada was bad, eco- 
nomically and politically, for both colony and mother coun- 
try. If the voice of wisdom were heeded, Great Britain would 
voluntarily relinquish all authority over the province, but 
false notions respecting the value of colonies were still so 
widely entertained that nothing but time and bitter experi- 
ence would make the truth prevail. 38 

A subject that gave the Philosophical Radicals much con- 
cern was governmental waste and extravagance. From 1818 
onwards Joseph Hume, who had acquired his Radicalism 
from Francis Place, the tailor of Charing Cross and friend of 
Bentham and James Mill, preached economy in the House 
of Commons, where he appointed himself watch-dog of the 
Treasury. The great expense to which Great Britain was put 
by reason of her colonial possessions was one of his favorite 
themes. 5 ® In a speech in the House of Commons in 1823, as 
reported in Hansard , he said: 

It was obvious, that the colonies, instead of being an addition 
to the strength of the country, increased its weakness; and he 
believed it would be better able to cope with any contingency 
which might arise, if those colonies were freed from their alle- 
giance, and became their own masters. The commercial advan- 
tages to England would be still the same; for we should continue 
to be the principal suppliers. In the event of a war with Amer- 
ica, we should have to defend Canada, and the distance to which 
we should have to send supplies, would give fearful odds against 
us in such a contest; while the expense would be five-fold more 
than the colony was worth. Ought we not, then, to be relieved 
from the drain which was caused by the colonies? 

Another Radical whose principal interest lay in public 
finance, a subject on which he was recognized as an authority, 
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was Sir Henry Parnell, also a member of Parliament. In a 
work published m 1830, On Financial Ref arm, lie argued 
that the number of British colonies should be greatly 
reduced, and that those which were retained should bear all 
the expenses of their own defense. Canada, he calculated, 
had already, in one way and another, cost the mother country 
fifty or sixty million pounds and was then an annual expense 
of at least six hundred thousand. 41 

During the decade of the 1830’s the assumption that the 
colonies would inevitably separate from the mother country 
was almost a commonplace in Radical and Liberal circles. 
The Canadian Revolt of 1837 forced the Home Government 
to turn its attention to Canadian affairs, and in the course of 
debates in Parliament the separatist doctrine was frequently 
proclaimed. 

Addressing the House of Lords on 18 January 1838, Lord 
Brougham declared that the Canadas were of no value to 
Great Britain and that the real question to be decided was 
not the suppression of the revolt but 'the mode in which a 
separation, sooner or later inevitable,’ should take place. He 
hoped that when resentment and passion had cooled, the 
foundation would be laid for ’an amicable separation,’ This, 
he was convinced, would be a positive gain, financially, com- 
mercially, and politically. His opinions, he said, had not been 
formed recently. ‘They are the growth of many a long year, 
and the fruit of much attention given to the subject.’ To 
devise means for rendering the inevitable separation ‘kindly 
and gentle’ he deemed to be ‘the most sacred duty of every 
wise and virtuous statesman.’ * 3 

The Philosophical Radicals Grote, Roebuck, and War- 
burton expressed views similar to Brougham’s. Grote thought 
that separation tvould be the best thing both for Great Brit- 



THE RISE OF ANTI-IMPERIALISM 77 

ain and for Canada. 43 ‘If we are wise/ said Roebuck, we shall 
see and arrange all matters in Canada, and in our other 
North American possession, so as to prepare them when a 
separation shall come, as come it must, to be an independent 
nation/ He thought it of the first importance that Canada 
should not be treated in such a manner as to drive it into the 
arms of the United States. 44 Warburton considered emanci- 
pation ‘as natural an event in the history of the colonies as 
death to an individual* and concluded from his observation 
of all parties in the House of Commons that it was generally 
admitted that ‘when a colony came to its strength and man- 
hood, the inevitable consequence of our colonial system must 
be to have such a colony emancipated . . / Like Roebuck 
he feared the aggrandizement of the United States. He hoped 
for the independence of the British North American colonies 
‘at no very distant period’ and their union into ‘an inde- 
pendent confederation/ 45 

The Prime Minister, Lord Melbourne, cannot be regarded 
as an anti-imperialist, but he evidently had his doubts about 
the permanence of the colonial connection. In introducing 
a bill for the reunion of the two Canadian provinces into 
the House of Lords (30 June 1840) he said: ‘Whether it were 
decreed by the inscrutable trill of Divine Providence that 
those great territories in North America should be severed 
from us, it is not for me to discuss/ 48 In the same debate 
Lord Ashburton, a Conservative peer, gave it as his opinion 
that the Canadians should have been told, before the revolt, 
that they could have independence as soon as popular senti- 
ment was ripe for it « 

Thus by 1840 there was an aggressive and decidedly vocal 
body of anti-imperial opinion in England. It cannot be said 
that it had converted the whole British public, but it is not 
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an exaggeration to say that it had put imperialism on the 
defensive. Those who still believed in the usefulness of colo- 
nies felt obliged to justify their faith. 4 ’ The public as a whole 
took no interest in the colonies, and among statesmen and 
officials there was little enthusiasm for the Empire and little 
confidence that it would endure. 4 * In a letter written to Lord 
Durham while he was in Canada, in 1838, Robert Baldwin, 
the Upper Canadian reformer, said that Durham was the 
first statesman 'to avow a belief in the possibility of a per- 
manent connection between the Colonies & the Mother 
Country’ and referred to ‘the repeated references to the ar- 
rival of a time when these Colonies must cease to be a part of 
the British Empire which have not unfrequently proceeded 
from the very servants of the Crown.’ ,0 

The future was to be neither with the anti-imperialism nor 
with the imperialism of the early nineteenth century, but 
with the liberal imperialism that arose during the decade 
1830-40, of which Lord Durham’s Report is the most con- 
spicuous product. The Empire was neither to be dissolved 
into formally independent fragments, though the time came 
when many observers believed that such an outcome was im- 
minent, nor to be preserved unaltered. It was to be trans- 
formed. Yet anti- imperialism was not wholly a lost cause, 
for it made its contribution to the transformation. To the 
anti-imperialists the independence of the colonies was, after 
all, a means rather than an end. The end was the abolition 
of the old colonial system, with its burdensome restrictions 
on the trade of the colonies and the mother country, its sub- 
jection of the colonies to centralized bureaucratic control, 
its great expense to the taxpayers of Great Britain. The old 
colonial system has long since passed away, and the old anti- 
imperialism has disappeared. But if we consider working 
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constitutional practice rather than legal forms, it is difficult 
to escape the conclusion that the British Empire of today, 
so far at least as its self-governing parts are concerned, con' 
forms more nearly to the ideals of the anti-imperialists of a 
hundred years ago than to those of their opponents . 51 



MODIFICATIONS AND RELAXATIONS IN THE 
OLD COLONIAL SYSTEM 


Or the mass of regulations comprised in the old colonial 
system, none was considered more fundamental than that 
which excluded foreign shipping from the trade of the 
British colonies. Legal exceptions to general rules were char- 
acteristic of the system, as of mercantilism in general, but to 
the rule in question only a slight exception was made before 
the American Revolution. 

In days, however, when law enforcement was far less 
efficient than it is at present, commercial regulations were 
often honored in the breach rather than in the observance, 
and from early times contraband trade was carried on be- 
tween English and foreign islands in the West Indies. In 
1685 English colonial governors were instructed not to 
permit foreign vessels to trade with their colonies, but an 
exception was made in the case of Spanish ships coming to 
Jamaica or Barbados to obtain Negro slaves. Such ships were 
to be allowed to bring into those islands money or produce 
of the Spanish dominions in America. 1 English authorities 
connived at this illicit traffic, which was in violation of 
Spanish as well as of English law, as a means of gaining 
markets for English goods in Spanish America, especially for 
slaves brought from Africa to the English West Indies. It 
remained wholly illegal on the English side, however, till 
17C5, when Parliament passed the first of a series of free- 
port acts. 1 The preamble declared that 
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the appointing o£ proper and convenient ports in some of the 
British colonies in America, for the more free importation and 
exportation of several goods and merchandizes, under certain 
restrictions and limitations, may be productive of considerable 
advantages to the manufactures of Great Britain, tend to the 
improvement of the revenue thereof, and be a means of increas- 
ing and extending the trade and navigation of all his Majesty's 
dominions. 

By this statute, single-deck foreign vessels were permitted to 
import commodities of the growth or produce of any foreign 
colony in America into designated ports in Jamaica and 
Dominica, and to export therefrom to any foreign colony in 
America Negro slaves and commodities legally imported into 
those ports from Great Britain, Ireland, or any British colony 
in America. There were a few exceptions to the goods which 
might be so imported and exported, and the importation of 
manufactured articles from any foreign colony was expressly 
prohibited. Bryan Edwards, a Jamaica planter, in his History 
of the West Indies, said that ‘the main argument which was 
originally adduced in defence of the establishment of free- 
ports in Jamaica, was founded on the idea, that these ports 
would become the great man for supplying foreigners with 
negroes.* 8 The act of 1765 was to remain in force for only a 
few yean, but it was continued by subsequent legislation, 
and in 1787 it was replaced by an act which added to the 
number of free ports in the British West Indies, limited the 
tonnage of foreign vessels permitted to enter them, and 
further restricted the commodities which such vessels were 
permitted to import and export.* This statute remained the 
basis of die free-port system until 1805, when it, in turn, was 
replaced by a new act.* Under this system the shipping of 
the United States was not admitted to the free ports. Impor- 
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tation in foreign vessels was limited to a list of commodities 
grown or produced in foreign European possessions in 
America, and the vessels (limited to ships of not more than 
one deck) had to be owned and navigated by inhabitants of 
those possessions. Speakingof die s>stem in general, a recent 
writer remarks that its purpose was ‘to foster and legitimize, 
as a matter of English law, trade between the British West 
Indian free ports and foreign plantations, a trade that was 
contraband in the eyes of every conscientious Spanish of- 
ficial.' * The free-port acts were a standing and attractive 
invitation to the Spanish colonists to break the laws of their 
colonial system by bringing their produce in their own 
\essels to the British islands in exchange for slaves and mer- 
chandize to be obtained there. It is evident that this trade 
assumed considerable proportions. The value of the imports 
of Jamaica alone, under the free-port system, has been esti- 
mated at £150.000 in 1791.' No fice ports were established in 
any of the British colonies which became the United States, 
and none were established in any of the remaining British 
colonies on the continent of North America until 1808. 


The loss of the Thirteen Colonies did not cause Great 
Britain to abandon her old colonial system. This is now well 
known to students of British imperial history', but it has not 
always been understood. Even as distinguished an authority 
on the history of British commerce as William Cunningham 
was misled into speaking of a 'revulsion’ in British policy 
resulting from the American Revolution.* British prestige, 
10 be sure, suffered the most serious blow it had ever sus- 
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tained, and a spirit of pessimism and defeatism with regard 
to colonies was engendered— doubts about whether the co- 
lonial relationship could be a permanent one, whether the 
remaining British colonies would not inevitably, sooner or 
later, go the way of the Thirteen. In the realm of ideas, the 
acids of economic liberalism had begun to corrode the ra- 
tionale of mercantilism; the opinions of David Hume, Josiah 
Tucker, and, above all, Adam Smith affected some members 
of the governing classes, and no doubt the outcome of the 
Revolution tended to give them greater influence. But 
Britain still possessed scattered fragments of empire in the 
West, and her East India Company had already embarked 
upon its career of political dominion in Southern Asia. Tra- 
ditional theories of national power and prosperity were not 
suddenly thrown overboard. A navigation act of 1786 was 
based as clearly on the old mercantile ideas as those of the 
seventeenth century had been,* and well-informed writers, 
describing the commercial aspects of the colonial system as 
it existed in the years following the Revolution, pictured it 
as it had been before the Revolution. Bryan Edwards, for 
example, in the work referred to above, the first edition of 
which was published in 1793, in speaking of the acts of trade 
and navigation of the seventeenth century, said: 'These acts 
. . . form altogether the foundation of our colonial code; 
most of the subsequent acts now in force beino- framed in 
die same spirit, and intended to enforce and strengthen the 
system; with some few alterations and exceptions only, which 
however do not extend to any great and substantial change 
in the principle or ground work/ 10 Bryan Edwards had evi- 
dently heard of no 'revulsion' in British commercial policy. 
Yet for a brief season, immediately after the conclusion of 
the Revolutionary War, there seemed to be some prospect 
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that changed conditions would bring about a radical inno- 
vation in colonial policy, more specifically, that the merchant 
ships of one foreign country, the United States, would be 
permitted to trade with the British colonies. For the time 
being, this effort of commercial liberalism failed, but the 
episode is worthy of our attention. Powerful interests within 
the Empire, in this case the West India planters, were begin- 
ning to invoke liberal principles. 

Before the Revolution the trade of the British colonies in 
the West Indies with those on the continent of North 
America was limited by law, as we know, to British and 
British colonial shipping. Almost the whole of it was with 
the colonies that declared their independence in 1776. Nova 
Scotia and Canada had practically no part in it. Ships owned 
in Great Britain engaged in this trade, but they found it 
difficult to compete with the smaller and more cheaply built 
colonial (mainly New England) vessels, which were able to 
make two and often three voyages a year to the West Indies. 
The islands depended on this trade with the continental 
colonies for necessities of life— lumber, livestock, fish, flour, 
and most of their other provisions. Their principal exports 
were sugar, molasses, rum, and coffee. The balance in this 
trade was heavily in favor of the continental colonies, and 
the specie and bills of exchange in which it was paid enabled 
the latter to meet the unfavorable balance in their trade with 
Great Britain. For example, the average annual importation 
into the British islands from the continental colonies 
amounted to about £720,000 for the years 1771-3, while the 
average annual exportation from the former to the latter 
was valued at only some £420, ooo. u 

In 1775 Parliament passed acts prohibiting all commercial 
intercourse between the loyal and the rebellious colonies, 
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and in the following year authorized the use of private vessels 
to seize ships engaged in this forbidden trade. 12 These Pro- 
hibitory Acts, as they were called, were not repealed till 1783, 
and during that period no trade could lawfully be carried 
on between the loyal British colonies in the West Indies and 
North America and the United States. The West Indies 
suffered severe economic distress, though restrictions on the 
exportation of grain from Great Britain were relaxed in their 
interest; the importation of provisions from Ireland was in- 
creased; lumber was imported from the Baltic countries; 
there was some trade with such parts of the revolted colonies 
as were under British military control; and, as would be ex- 
pected, there was some violation of the Prohibitory Acts, 
especially by means of indirect trade through the neutral 
islands. No supplies to speak of were available for the West 
Indies from the loyal colonies of Nova Scotia and Canada. 

During the peace negotiations of 1782, the question of 
commercial relations between the British Empire and the 
United States naturally received attention. In articles agreed 
to by the British and American commissioners it was pro- 
vided that British merchants and merchant ships should 
enjoy in the United States the same privileges, and be liable 
to the same duties only, as the merchants and merchant ships 
of the United States, and that reciprocal privileges should 
be enjoyed by the merchants and merchant ships of the 
United States in all British territories. 1 * These remarkably 
liberal provisions, however, were not included in the Pro- 
visional Treaty of Peace of November 1782, which was made 
definitive in 1783, and twelve years elapsed before any com- 
mercial treaty was made between Great Britain and the 
United States. 

Lord Shelburne, who was head of the British Ministry 
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when the negotiations of 1782 were carried on, was a liberal 
in matters of commerce, an admirer of Adam Smith, and an 
advocate of reciprocity with the United States, and the same 
was true of his young Chancellor of the Exchequer, William 
Pitt. Shelburne, however, was defeated in the House of 
Commons by the Fox-North Coalition, and on 2 1 February 
1783 he and his colleagues resigned. For nearly iix weeks 
the king, who detested the Coalition, struggled to save him- 
self from the humiliation of accepting its leaders as his min- 
isters, and meanwhile the former ministers continued to hold 
office pending the appointment of their successors. It was 
during this strange interlude that Pitt, on 3 March, intro- 
duced into the Commons a bill ‘for the provisional establish- 
ment and regulation of trade and intercourse between the 
subjects of Great Biitain and those of the United States of 
North America .' u It was to apply until a treaty could be 
concluded for the permanent regulation of trade between the 
British Empire and the United States. 

The bill provided for the repeal of the Prohibitory Acts, 
but this in itself would not permit American ships to trade 
with Great Britain or any part of the Empire, for the United 
States was now a foreign country, and under the Navigation 
Act, it will be recalled, products of foreign countries and 
colonies in Asia, Africa, and America could not be imported 
into Great Brim in in foreign ships, and such ships were ex- 
cluded from all trade with the British colonies. By further 
provisions of the bill, however. United States ships were to 
be admitted to the ports of Great Britain on the same terms 
as the ships of European countries, and the goods which they 
imported were to receive exceptionally favorable treatment: 
they were not to be subject to alien duties, as was the case 
with European products when imported in foreign ships. 
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As to the colonial trade, American ships were to be per- 
mitted to import into the British colonies in North America 
and the West Indies any products of the United States and 
to export thence to their own country' any commodities what- 
soever, and goods so imported and exported were to be liable 
only to the same duties as if they were the property of British 
subjects and carried in British ships. 

These were extraordinarily liberal proposals, revolutionary 
from the standpoint of the old colonial system, and it is no 
wonder that they threw mercantile minds into a state border- 
ing on panic. 1 * The lead in opposing the bill in the House 
of Commons was taken by William Eden (afterwards Lord 
Auckland), an ambitious politician who was at this time 
strengthening his connection with Lord North by working 
for the establishment of a Fox-North Coalition Ministry. He 
had been a member of the BoaTd of Trade, which was abol- 
ished in 1782, and enjoyed a considerable reputation as an 
authority on commercial matters. Eden pronounced Pitt’s 
bill to be ‘of the greatest importance of any that he had ever 
seen in parliament,’ and declared that it ‘would introduce a 
total revolution in our commercial system, which he was 
afraid would shake it to its very bases, and endanger the 
whole pile.' 19 

A Coalition Ministry' was formed on 2 April, with the Duke 
of Portland as First Lord of the Treasury and formal head 
and the two Secretaries of State, Fox and North, as the real 
leaders. Pitt was in no position to push his bill, and it was 
dropped. The Prohibitory Acts were repealed, and an act was 
passed authorizing the making of temporary’ orders in coun- 
cil For regulating commerce between the United States and 
the British Empire.” On 14 May the first of a number of 
orders was issued. This related to trade between the United 
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States and Great Britain. It made an important exception 
to the rule previously governing importation into Great 
Britain from foreign territories in Asia, Africa, and America 
by providing that unmanufactured commodities produced in 
the United States might be imported in American as well as 
in British ships. The first Order in Council Tot the regula- 
tion of trade between British colonies and the United States 
was issued on 2 July. Lord North called upon William Knox 
for aid in framing the regulations, and the Order in Council 
was actually Knox’s work. 

William Knox, an Irish Protestant, had lived for several 
years before the Revolution in Georgia, where he held office 
in the royal government of that province and acquired an 
extensive landed estate, which was later confiscated. 1 * Re- 
turning to England as Agent for Georgia in 1761, he soon 
acquired a reputation as a colonial expert. He attached him- 
self to George Grenville, who was head of the Ministry from 
1763 to 1765, and as a pamphleteer he supported Grenville's 
colonial policies and measures, notably the Stamp Act. In 
1770 he became an undersecretary in the colonial office, or 
American Department as it was called, which had been cre- 
ated in 176S, and he retained this position until the depart- 
ment nas abolished in 17S®, when he returned to private 
life. Though he was subordinate to the Secretary of State at 
the head of the department, there is good reason for thinking 
that Knox had no little influence, from first to last, in deter- 
mining policies. He himself afterwards asserted that he had 
been ‘a principal actor in the executive gov eminent' during 
the Revolution, and the historian who has an unrivalled 
knowledge of his career believes that there is at least ‘an ele- 
ment of truth in his claim.’ ” Lord George Germain, who 
was head of the American Department during the Revolu- 
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tionary War, had great confidence in Knox, and he seems to 
have stood high in the esteem of Lord North, the then Prime 
Minister. Knox was a thorough going mercantilist. In his 
Extra Official State Papers, published in 1789, he tells us 
that when he acceded to North’s request for aid in drawing 
up regulations for trade with the United States, he made it 
clear that the principle which he would follow was that ‘it 
teas better to have no colonies at all, than not to have them 
subservient to the maritime strength and commercial inter- 
ests of Great Britain.' This principle, he adds, ‘I make no 
secret of, for I have ever avowed it . . :o He framed the 
regulations for trade between the British West Indies and 
the United States 'so as utterly to exclude the American 
shipping.’ n In a letter written a few years after die Order 
in Council of 2 July 1783 had been issued, Knox said: ‘I 
carried it thru’ against the opposition of Mr. Fox and Mr. 
Burke, and thereby saved the navigation and maritime im- 
portance of diis country and strangled in die birth diat of 
the United States . . .’ - There can be no doubt regarding 
Knox’s authorship of the Order in Council. 1 * He was so 
proud of it that he expressed die wish that it be engraved on 
his tombstone 'as having saved the Navigation of England ‘ 14 

Knox w ould have been glad to see the wartime prohibition 
of all trade between die United States and the British West 
Indies continued if the needs of the latter had permitted it. 
In a memorandum he drew up on ‘Intercourse between the 
British Colonies and the United States’ he said: 

If our North American Colonies were able to supply all the 
wants of our islands, as out islands can supply them with wh3t 
the) want of West India products, the line would be easy to 
draw; for it would only be necessary to confine their trade recip- 
rocally to each other; but our North American Colonies in 



THE FALL OF T11E OLD COLON! \L SYSTEM 


90 

their present state cannot supply our islands, and therefore the 
United States must for (he present be called in to their assist- 
ance, and the islands roust be permitted to pay them in their 
products. But whatever permissions of this hind are given it 
should be remembered, that the object of this country is to 
exclude the connuniration of foreigners with our Colonies, and 
that whenever our North American Colonies shall be in a con- 
dition to suppl) our islands wholly, the interference of foreigners 
is to be prevented.** 

Kno\ belies ed that the islands could be adequately supplied 
with salted fish from Newfoundland and Nova Scotia, with 
some assistance from the herring fisheries of Ireland and 
Scotland, and with salted meat from Ireland, and that there- 
fore they should not be permitted to import these provisions 
from the United States.** As the Order in Council was finally 
drawn, it permitted, until further orders, the importation 
into any of the British West India islands of the following 
products of the United States: pitch, tar, turpentine, hemp, 
flax, all hinds of lumber, livestock, peas, beans, potatoes, all 
hinds of gram, flour, bread, and biscuits; it permitted, in re- 
turn, the exportation from any of the British islands to the 
United States of rum, sugar, molasses, coffee, cocoanuts, 
ginger, and pimento.*’ In accordance with Knox's cardinal 
principle, this trade was strictly confined to British ships, and 
only British subjects could lawfully take part in it. It should 
be noted, too, that the list of American products permitted 
to be imported into the islands did not include fish, meat, or 
dairy produce. 

Scarcely had the Order in Coundl been issued than there 
came from the press a tract which quickly went through 
several editions and won for its author a high reputation as 
an authority on matters of trade. This was Lord Sheffield's 
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Observations on the Commerce of the American States with 
Europe and the West Indies . . . and on the Tendency of a 
Bill now depending in Parliament. The bill in question was 
the one that Pitt had introduced in March, and the author 
argued that it was of most dangerous tendency. By per- 
mitting trade between the British West Indies and the 
United States in the latter’s shipping, he declared, the bill 
relinquished ‘the only use and advantage of colonies or West 
Indian islands, and for which alone it would be worth while 
to incur the vast expence of their maintenance and protec- 
tion, viz. The monopoly of their consumption; and of the 
carriage of their produce.’ Sheffield was not afraid of retalia- 
tion by the United States; he doubted whether, under their 
existing weak central government, they could be brought to 
act as a nation, and even if they did adopt concerted meas- 
ures, they would not be able to prevent smuggling. He made 
himself the spokesman of all the interests that were opposed 
to any relaxation of the old restrictive system. The influence 
of his pamphlet may have been exaggerated. Edward Gibbon, 
a friend of Sheffield’s, wrote in his autobiography: 'The sale 
of his “Observations on the American States” was diffusive, 
their effect beneficial; the Navigation Act, the palladium of 
Britain, was defended, and perhaps saved, by his pen; and 
he proves, by the weight of fact and argument, that the 
mother-country may survive and flourish after the loss of 
America.’ 13 Sheffield fired the opening gun in a lively war 
of pamphlets which reflected a significant conflict of inter- 
ests within the Empire. His Observations did not appear, 
however, till after the July Order in Council, of which 
Sheffield heartily approved, 59 and it seems doubtful whether 
the Government would afterwards have followed any differ- 
ent course of policy as regards trade with the United States if 
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Sheffield had not written. His arguments for maintaining the 
British shipping monopoly in the trade of the colonies made 
him the idol of the shipping interests and of all others who, 
for whatever reason, wished to confine the trade of the colo- 
nies exclusively to British ships. 

The question of policy, however, was not yet settled. What 
was done in 1783 as regards West India trade was avowedly 
temporary, and a new ministry, formed by Pitt in December 
of that year, after the king had rid himself of the Fox-North 
Coalition, decided that a thorough investigation of the whole 
subject was called for. It was accordingly referred, in March 
1784, to a newly appointed committee of the privy council 
for trade and plantations.*® The inquiry included the taking 
of testimony from many witnesses and extended over nearly 
three months. The committee made its report on May 31.* 1 

Meanwhile, petitions and remonstrances poured in from 
the West Indies protesting against the restrictions on their 
trade with the United States and, in the words of Bryan 
Edwards, anticipating ‘the most dreadful consequences, if 
the system of restriction should be much longer persisted 
in.’ " The powerful West India Interest, which maintained 
an effective and influential organization in London, was 
thoroughly aroused," and the West India arguments were set 
forth in a number of pamphlets that were published at this 
juncture. On the other hand, representatives of the British 
shipping interests and American Loyalist refugees, anxious 
to promote the prosperity of Nova Scotia and Canada, 
whither thousands of Loyalists had fled during and immedi- 
ately after the Revolutionary War, made common cause 
against any departure from the principle of the Navigation 
Act in favor of United States shipping in West India trade. 
There was a more or less well-organized group of Loyalists 
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in London, some of whom had considerable influence in gov- 
erning circles and were regarded as experts on colonial ques- 
tions, and they foresaw a great increase in the trade of the 
loyal North American colonies with the West Indies if 
United States shipping continued to be excluded from the 
West India trade. With unwarranted optimism they antici- 
pated that Nova Scotia, Newfoundland, and Canada would 
soon be able to supply the West Indies with almost all the 
products which they had previously obtained from the Thir- 
teen Colonies. Bryan Edwards attributed to the Loyalist 
partisans in this controversy 'a lurking taint of resentment 
and malignity . . . and at least as ardent a desire to wound 
the new republic through the sides of the West Indians, as 
to benefit Nova Scotia at their expense.’ 14 Edwards, himself 
a West India partisan and a pamphleteer on that side,** 
may not have been altogether fair to the Loyalists, but what 
he said was true, without much doubt, of some of them— of 
George Chalmers for one, whose Opinions on Interesting 
Subjects of Public Law and Commercial Policy arising from 
American Independence appeared at this time. 

A Scot by birth, Chalmers had emigrated to Maryland as a 
young man, practiced law in Baltimore during the years im- 
mediately preceding the outbreak of the Revolution, and, 
according to his own later testimony, laid the foundations of 
a personal fortune there.* 4 He detested the Revolutionists 
and all their works, and in 1775, his hopes of fame and pros- 
perity in America having been blasted, he returned to Eng- 
land in bitter and vindictive mood. He was a prominent 
member of the Loyalist group in London. In his Opinions 
he predicted dire disaster to Britain if American shipping 
should be permitted to trade with the British West Indies 
and saw nothing to be alarmed at even if the United States 
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should retaliate against British shipping. He was confident 
that Great Britain and Ireland, together with the remaining 
British North American colonies, could supply the West 
Indies with all they needed, except perhaps lumber, which 
could be obtained from the Baltic countries, and even as to 
lumber, Canadian and Nova Scotian production would un- 
doubtedly increase greatly.*' 

To what extent the Committee for Trade and Plantations 
was influenced by the arguments of the pamphleteers or by 
the voluminous testimony given by witnesses it is impossible 
to determine. Representatives of all interests and points of 
view were given a patient hearing, but a good deal of weight 
should be given to the remark of a modem historian, that 
‘a Committee made up largely of successful politicians, sev- 
eral of whom were hostile to America, could scarcely have 
been expected to upset long established traditions.’ ** Charles 
Jenkinson (afterwards First Earl of Liverpool) was the most 
active and influential member of the Committee and had 
more to do with framing the report than any of the others, 
Bryan Edwards believed, whatever his opinion may be worth, 
that Loyalists had an undue influence on the Committee,** 
but, quite apart from this, the survival of mercantile-minded- 
ness, together with wishful thinking, would seem to go far 
toward explaining its attitude. The West Indians failed to 
convince its members that the islands would suffer disaster 
unless American shipping were admitted to their ports, the 
Loyalists seem to have satisfied them that the remaining 
British North American colonies would very soon be able to 
supply the West Indies with the North American products 
they needed, and the shipping interests made a powerful 
appeal to British patriotism. At a time when many British 
merchant ships were idle and many thousands of demobi- 
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lized British seamen were unemployed, the arguments of the 
shipowners were probably the most influential of all. The 
Committee recommended regulations for West India trade 
substantially the same as those already in operation. A fuller 
vindication of the policy of the Coalition or a clearer state- 
ment of some of the old commercial principles could scarcely 
have been offered.’ 40 

Orders in council relating to the West India trade con- 
tinued to be issued from time to time during the next few 
years, but they made no change in the principles of the order 
of July 1783, and its essential provisions were incorporated 
in an act of Parliament, intended to be permanent, which 
was passed in 1788. 41 Article xii of Jay's Treaty, which was 
negotiated in 1794, would have permitted small American 
vessels (of not more than 70 tons burthen) to carry to the 
British West Indies any products of the United States which 
British vessels could lawfully carry. A proviso was added, 
however, that American vessels should not carry any molasses, 
sugar, coffee, cocoa, or cotton either from the British West 
India islands or from the United States to any part of the 
world except the United States. 42 This article was not ap- 
proved by the Senate, and its operation was suspended by an 
additional article of the treaty as finally ratified. 

American shipping was similarly barred from sea-borne 
trade with the British colonies in North America during the 
years following the Revolution. The earliest regulations for 
trade between those colonies and the United States were con- 
tained in an order in council of 8 April 1785, which per- 
mitted the importation of certain products of the United 
States into Nova Scotia and New Brunswick, but only in 
British ships and only for such time as the governors of those 
colonies should declare it to be necessary. The importation 
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by sea of American prodncts into Canada (the Province of 
Quebec) -was totally prohibited.*' The act of Parliament of 
17SS referred to abort, which dealt with the trade of the 
North American as vdl as of the West India colonies, pro- 
hibited all importation from the United States, even though 
carried in British vessels, into the maritime provinces of 
Nova Scotia, Nev Brunsvict, Cape Breton Island, Sl John's 
(Prince Eduard Island), and Newfoundland, but provided 
that in case of emergency the go v ernors might authorize, for 
It-mifrd periods, the importation of various hinds of lumber, 
lhestod, grain. Bout, bread, beans, and potatoes, but only 
in British shipping. No goods vere permitted to enter 
Canada from the United States by sea,* 4 

From whzi has been said it should be ev ide nt that the loss 
of the old colonies left mercantilism still dominant in British 
colonial policy. The old Empire had been weeded, but the 
old colonial system vas still afloat and substantially intact. 
This statement, it should be understood, is made with refer- 
ence to the British colonics in the western hemisphere. A 
nev British Empire, very different in character from the old, 
vas coming into existence in the East. With the growth of 
British rule in India it became dear that commercial roles 
framed for American colonies were not suitable for Asiatic 
dependencies. Article nn of Jay's Treaty permitted Ameri- 
ca n ships to trade beivecn the United States and British 
territories in the East Indies, and in 1797 Parliament allowed 
the ships of all friendly foreign countries to trade with those 
territories subject to regulations to be made by the directors 
of the East India Comjiany.* 1 

During the long period of war -with France (1793-1815) 
many modifications vere made in the old system to meet 
special and local conditions and temporary emergencies. 
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West India governors, for example, often found it necessary 
to allow American ships to import provisions and lumber in 
violation of the law, and acts of Parliament were passed to 
indemnify them. During most of these years American vessels 
were actually trading with die British West Indies. The 
many departures from what was regarded as normal were not 
intended to be permanent, however, and it would be un- 
profitable and confusing to attempt a description of diem. 


The return of peace after the Napoleonic War and an eco- 
nomic depression of unprecedented range, intensity, and 
duration which followed were distinctly favorable to a re- 
vival of agitation for commercial reform. No parliament, not 
even the Tory Parliament of die day, could long remain un- 
affected by die flood of petitions for relief from all interests 
and classes. Acute economic distress led to serious unrest and 
disturbances, but it was evident to die more enlightened 
members of the governing classes that measures of repression, 
resorted 10 in the name of law and order, solved no problems, 
since they dealt only with symptoms of the economic malady 
and did nothing to remove its causes. Nor did die economic 
dislocations incident to die transidon from war to peace seem 
sufficient to account for die extent and continuance of dis- 
tress. 

Henry Brougham, the most brilliant of die Whig oppo- 
nents of Lord Liverpool’s Tory Ministry, rvas one of those 
who believed that die root of die evils from which the coun- 
try was suffering lvas to be found not in temporary circum- 
stances which time would alter but in the survivals of mer- 
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cantilism. On 17 March 1817, he introduced resolutions in 
the House of Commons calling for an immediate revision 
of the existing system of commercial regulations. In the 
course of a long speech Brougham paid his respects to ‘a class 
of men, who, blending with what is termed true mercantile 
knowledge much narrow-minded, violent, national preju- 
dice, or, as they call it, genuine British feeling, assume to 
themselves the style and title of the “sound statesmen," and 
certainly do in good earnest exert a real and practical influ- 
ence over the affairs of the nation.' 44 These persons, he said, 
were clinging to the remnants of an exploded theory, the 
practical results of which were embodied in every volume of 
the statutes down to the latest. In the debate which ensued, 
Frederick. Robinson (afterwards Viscount Goderich and Earl 
of Ripon), who then held the office of Vice President of the 
Board of Trade, professed agreement with much of what 
Brougham had said and admitted that the restrictive system 
was largely responsible for the existing distress, though he 
was acutely conscious of ‘the infinite difficulty ... in extri- 
cating ourselves from that system.’ For the time being, 
nothing came of Brougham’s resolutions. The Government 
regarded them as a virtual censure, and they were easily de- 
feated. 

For alterations in the old colonial system that involved 
changes in policy and were intended to be permanent, we 
need not go back of 1820. Five years of peace had brought 
no signs of economic recovery. The commercial, manufac- 
turing, and agricultural interests were still complaining of 
their sorry plight, and requests for relief continued to pour 
in at Westminster and Whitehall. Various proposals for 
reform had been advanced and discussed, but a thorough- 
going application of free-trade principles to British com- 
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merce and industry had not yet been seriously considered by 
the Government or Parliament. On 8 May 1820, however, an 
important and impressive petition from London merchants, 
protesting against ‘every restrictive regulation of trade, not 
essential to the revenue,’ was laid before the House of Com- 
mons by Alexander Baring (afterwards Lord Ashburton), 
head of the great banking house of Baring Brothers. 4 ' It can 
fairly be claimed for this document that it started the move- 
ment in political circles for commercial reform along free- 
trade lines. Several years later, after far-reaching reforms had 
been effected, William Huskisson declared that this petition 
embraced 'all the great principles of commercial policy upon 
which Parliament has since legislated.’ 4 * Its author was 
Thomas Tooke, a free-trader and follower of David Ricardo. 
He was not as yet very widely known but was later to achieve 
a reputation as an economist in his own right. In the last 
volume of his History of Prices, published in 1857, Tooke 
gave what was probably a fairly accurate account of the ori- 
gin of the petition and of the events lending up to its presen- 
tation. 48 From this it appears that Tooke was discouraged by 
his failure to secure signatures to the petition he had drafted, 
but that when Samuel Thornton, a merchant and financier 
of great influence in the City of London, a former governor 
of die Bank of England, a member of Parliament, and a sup- 
porter of the existing Tory Government, finally decided to 
sign, his example was promptly followed by half of the di- 
rectors of the Bank, who considered his signature as a guar- 
antee that the petition contained nothing inconsistent with 
sound Tory principles. A small deputation of the signers 
waited on Lord Liverpool, who expressed his entire concur- 
rence with the petition in principle, but stated that consider- 
ations of expediency and justice to vested interests prevented 
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tlie Government from holding out the prospect of any great 
or immediate change in commercial policy. ‘A great point 
had been gained,’ Tooke wrote, 'in eliciting . . . from the 
head of the Got ernment an explicit and unequivocal expres- 
sion of opinion in favour of the doctrines and principles of 
Free Trade,' and in his opinion the members of the Ministry 
were ‘far more sincere and resolute Free Traders than the 
Merchants of London.’ Tooke arranged for Baring to present 
the petition in the House of Commons. 

It was declared m the petition that freedom from restraint 
was calculated to enlarge the foreign trade of the country and 
give the most beneficial direction to its capital and industry; 
that the maxim of buying in the cheapest market and selling 
in the dearest, acted upon by every merchant in his indi- 
vidual dealings, was strictly applicable to the trade of the 
nation; that a policy based on these principles would 'render 
the commerce of the world an interchange of mutual advan- 
tages, and diffuse an increase of wealth and enjoyments 
among the inhabitants of each state’; and that existing preju- 
dices in favor of the restrictive system sprang from 'the erro- 
neous supposition that every importation of foreign com- 
modities occasions a diminution or discouragement of our 
own productions to the same extent.’ The petitioners called 
for an immediate investigation of the effects of the existing 
system, believing that it would probably indicate that relief 
could be obtained by the removal of restrictions, and ex- 
pressed the opinion that the adoption of a liberal policy by 
Britain would lessen commercial hostility toward her in for- 
eign countries and have a salutary influence on their policies. 

In presenting the petition Mr. Baring referred to the prev- 
alent distress, proposed a number of changes in the existing 
commercial system that he thought practicable, and empha- 
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sized the importance of a careful and minute inquiry into 
all possible means of improving trade. His speech was greeted 
with ‘loud cheers from all sides of die House.’ In the debate 
that followed, Robinson said he had always thought that the 
restrictive system was 'founded in error, and calculated to de- 
feat the object for which it was adopted,’ yet it was 'so deeply 
rooted, that it was difficult to induce any gentleman to op- 
pose it.’ 60 

On motion of Lord Lansdowne a select committee of the 
House of Lords was appointed on 26 May 1820, to inquire 
into the means of extending and securing the foreign trade 
of the country, and a similar committee was appointed by 
the House of Commons, on motion of Baring, on 5 June. 
In the debate on Lansdowne’s motion Lord Liverpool, who 
had been Prime Minister since 1813 and was to remain so 
until 1827, said that he did not doubt the soundness of the 
general principles of free trade, but that Britain could not 
then act unreservedly on those principles. ‘The commercial 
regulations of the European world have been long estab- 
lished, and cannot suddenly be departed from.’ 51 Lord Liver- 
pool has usually been thought of as a representative of re- 
action and repression. He was strongly opposed to Catholic 
Emancipation and Parliamentary Reform, but there is no 
reason to doubt his commercial liberalism, cautious though 
he was in its application. It was clear that he would not move 
hastily or in doctrinaire spirit along the path oE commercial 
reform, but it was no small thing that the head of the Gov- 
ernment publicly endorsed the theory of free trade. In 1820 
he went further in the support of free-trade principles than 
any of his predecessors except Pitt had done. 62 

Lord Lansdowne’s committee confined its first report, 
which was presented on 3 July, to a single item of commerce. 
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the timber trade with the northern countries of Europe and 
the North American colonies, on which there had been much 
discussion in commercial and shipping circles.” The report 
of the Commons’ committee, presented on 18 July, was of 
wider scope, though admittedly far from complete.** The 
committee included in its membership Thomas Wallace 
(afterwards Lord Wallace), its chairman and most active 
member and at the time Vice President of the Board of 
Trade, Frederick Robinson, President of the Board, and 
William Huskisson, who then held the minor office of Com- 
missioner of Woods and Forests. It was mainly due to these 
men that effect was given to the policies advocated in the 
report. What Wallace accomplished for commercial reform 
svas gratefully recognized by London merchants and finan- 
ciers. Baring later told the House of Commons that there 
svas 'but one opinion amongst them, and that svas that, since 
the first establishment of the Board of Trade, all the exer- 
tions of all its former Presidents were not, svhen united, 
equal to those svhich had been made by the right honourable 
gentleman alone’; and David Ricardo paid tribute in the 
House to ‘the extraordinary merits’ of Wallace,” In the re- 
construction of the Ministry follosving the suicide of Lord 
Castlereagh in 1822, Wallace’s legitimate claims to advance- 
ment svere disregarded, and he resigned from the Board of 
Trade. His reputation svas eclipsed by the fame of Huskis- 
son, who became President of the Board in 1823, and histo- 
rians svere tardy in giving him his deserts.” 

Like the petition of the London merchants, the report of 
the Commons’ committee svas an unequivocal confession of 
faith in free-trade principles. 

Your Committee are satisfied that the skill, enterprise, and 
capital of British merchants and manufacturers require only an 
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open and equal field for exertion; and that the most valuable 
boon that can be conferred on them, is, as unlimited a freedom 
from all interference, as may be compatible with what is due to 
private vested interests that have grown up under the existing 
system, and those more important considerations with which the 
safety and political power of the country are intimately con- 
nected . . . They are convinced, that every restriction on the 
freedom of commerce is in itself an evil, to be justified only by 
some adequate political expediency . . . The time when mo- 
nopolies could be successfully supported, or would be patiently 
endured, either in respect to subjects against subjects, or par- 
ticular countries against the rest of the world, seems to have 
passed away. Commerce, to continue undisturbed and secure , 
must be, as it was intended to be, a source of reciprocal amity 
between nations, and an interchange of productions, to promote 
the industry, the wealth, and the happiness of mankind. 

At the same time the committee was emphatic in opposing 
any sudden overthrow of the existing system. Statesmanship 
and equity called for moderation in reform. The state of the 
law relating to British trade in general was complicated and 
baffling in the extreme, and the regulations of the colonial 
system were necessarily involved in this confusion. The com- 
mittee was impressed by 'the excessive accumulation' and 
'complexity’ of the laws regulating commerce, which, accord- 
ing to a compilation that had recently been made, numbered 
upwards of two thousand. This welter of confusion was det- 
rimental to commercial enterprise, and in the committee's 
opinion ‘an accurate revision of this vast and confused mass 
of legislation* would be a very valuable service to trade. 

In the years that followed, it seemed to ardent free-traders 
that the old system, like Charles II, was an unconscionable 
time a-cfying, yet there was good ground for Wallace’s esti- 
mate of this Teport as the ‘most material step of this country 
to a departure from the course of restrictive policy which its 
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legislature had hitherto pursued, and to the establishment 
of a more enlarged and liberal policy towards foreign states 
than any which had yet prevailed/ ” 

The parliamentary committees on trade, which were re- 
appointed in the session of 1821, made further reports, but 
their only specific recommendation that directly touched the 
colonial system was one relating to the timber trade. This 
involved the question of colonial preference. 

As early as the reign of Queen Anne, Parliament encour- 
aged the importation of naval stores from the colonies. On 
the ground that it was desirable to lessen England’s depend- 
ence on Norway and the Baltic countries for her supply of 
these materials, so essential to the navy and the mercantile 
marine, an act was passed in 1704, during the War of the 
Spanish Succession, granting bounties on the importation 
into England from her American colonies of tar, pitch, tur- 
pentine, hemp, masts, yards, and bowsprits, all of which 
were placed on the list of enumerated articles that the colo- 
nies were forbidden to export to foreign countries.** The 
policy of encouraging the importation of colonial timber by 
laying heavy duties on timber imported from the Baltic 
began during the Napoleonic War, when the Continental 
System shut off supplies from northern Europe and imme- 
diately threatened British sea power. In order to attract 
needed capital to lumbering in Canada and the maritime 
provinces, some assurance had to be given that Baltic timber, 
which cost only about one-third as much to transport to 
British ports as North American timber, would not be able to 
recover its former place in the British market after the war. 
British colonial wood of all descriptions was accordingly 
given highly preferential treatment in the customs act of 
1809. In the following year the duties were doubled, and 
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later acts imposed additional duties.* 9 Timber from the 
British North American colonies suitable for naval purposes 
ivas admitted duty free. 60 An immense impetus was given to 
lumbering in the colonies, especially in Upper Canada and 
New Brunswick. The colonial timber trade suddenly became, 
and for some years remained, the principal factor in the de- 
velopment of British North America. For a time ships en- 
gaged in it represented nearly one-fourth of the tonnage 
cleared outwards from Great Britain and exceeded the ton- 
nage employed in the West India trade by nearly one-half.® 1 
The Commons’ committee on trade devoted its first report 
of 1821 exclusively to the timber trade and made definite 
recommendations for alterations in the duties. Before 1809, 
it reported, British supplies of timber had come mainly 
from northern Europe, since then an increasing proportion 
had come from the North American colonies, and in 1820 
the use of European wood was pretty much confined to ex- 
pensive buildings. The basic duty on foreign timber was 65s. 
per load, and the committee proposed to reduce this by 10s. 
and at the same time place a new duty of 10 s. on colonial 
timber. Taking into account the higher freight paid by the 
latter, they calculated that it would enjoy an effective prefer- 
ence of goj v which they considered a reasonable and ade- 
quate degree of protection.* 2 

As soon as proposals to lower the duties on foreign timber 
came under discussion, the shipping interests, British and 
colonial, at once took fright, fearing that the changes recom- 
mended would result in the ruin of the North American 
timber trade, which, it was stated in the House of Commons, 
gave employment to 1520 vessels and 17,600 seamen.® 4 The 
most active champion of the shipping interests in Parliament 
iras Joseph Manyat, who fotetold general disaster iE colonial 
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timber ax ere depriv ed of its existing protection in the British 
market. He estimated that commerce with the Baltic coun- 
tries, because of the comparative shortness of the voyages, 
would gh e employment to less than half the number of ships 
and seamen required for an equal volume of trade with the 
British colonies in North America, and on the basis of British 
trade with Norway and Sweden in 1819 he predicted that 
four-fifths of the timber trade with northern Europe would 
be earned in foreign shipping.* 4 If the timber trade with the 
colonies should be destroyed by Baltic competition, the 
British shipping interests would sustain a calamity of the first 
order, British man ufacturers would suffer severely from the 
decline of British exports to the colonies. British landholders 
would lose the protection which their timber enjoyed against 
Baltic timber, emigration to the British North American 
colonies would be discouraged, and if the free-traders should 
have their way about timber, they would next attack the com 
laws. Mxrrvat's speech was a good example of the reaction of 
mercantile-mind edness to the challenge of free trade. It was 
of such arguments as these that Wallace was no doubt think- 
ing w hen he said that ‘in the course of his official experience, 
he had found that on every occasion when the shipowners 
had come forward to oppose a public measure originating 
with the gov eminent, they were unis ersally in the wrong.' ** 
By an act passed in 1821 the timber duties were revised in 
accordance with the committee’s recommendations. The 
measure encountered considerable opposition, but the 
changes made seem to have had little effect upon the relath e 
position of colonial and Baltic timber in the British market. 
The preference that the former enjoyed under the new 
duties amounted in practice, it has been estimated, to a 
protection of about 275 per cent.** Hie act of 1821, never- 



RELAXATIONS IN THE OLD COLONIAL S\STEM 10? 

theless, was significant. Wallace described it as 'the first step 
in receding from a system detrimental to our commercial 
relations and towards conciliating those foreign powers with- 
out whose good will the relations of mercantile intercourse 
could never be securely established." 81 


On 25 June 1821, Wallace, on behalf of the Government, 
laid before the House of Commons a comprehensive plan 
for the revision of the navigation system.** The objects in 
view were to simplify and consolidate the law by freeing it 
from 'a great part of that immense mass of legislation which 
successive centuries had heaped on it’ and removing ‘those 
contrarieties and contradictions’ which made it 'obscure and 
difficult of application,’ and to extend British commerce. He 
believed that the only ground on which restrictions on trade 
ought to be continued was the maintenance of maritime 
power. That fundamental object of the navigation laws had 
his full approval. 

In 1822 Wallace and Robinson introduced five bills to give 
effect to the Government’s program of commercial reform. 
They aroused considerable apprehension in shipping circles 
but little opposition in Parliament; they were all passed 
during the session without substantial amendments and re- 
ceived the royal assent on 24 June. The first of these acts 
swept away an immense amount of dust that had accumu- 
lated on the statute-book through the centuries, repealing 
a vast number of enactments relating to England’s trade with 
foreign countries, inconsistent with subsequent legislation 
or rendered unnecessary by it, which had been passed from 
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the reign of Edward III to i66o.*» The second repealed vari- 
ous enactments made since the Restoration relative to im- 
portation into the United Kingdom, in order that other 
regulations might be embodied in a single new act. ,D The 
third was a new navigation act regulating the importation of 
goods into the United Kingdom ‘so far as relates to the 
Countries or Places from whence, and the Ships in which, 
such Importation shall be made.' 11 This introduced a num- 
ber of modifications in the old navigation system, though it 
did not deal with the trade of the colonies. Under the law 
as it notv stood, British ships were permitted, in the interest 
of British commerce, to import into the United Kingdom 
from Europe, for re-exportation, the products of foreign 
countries or colonies in Asia, Africa, and America. Changed 
conditions in Spanish America resulting from the Wars of 
Liberation were recognized by permitting importation into 
the United Kingdom of the products of ‘any Country or 
Place in America or the West Indies, being or having been 
a Part of the Dominions of the King of Spain,’ in ships of the 
producing country or of the port of usual first shipment. 
In 1783, as we ha\e seen, the importation of products of the 
United States in the ships of that country had been per- 
mitted, and a similar permission tras given in 1808 with re- 
gard to imports from Portuguese possessions in South 
America. 11 As to imports from continental Europe, the re- 
striction of the importation of specified commodities to 
British ships and ships of the producing country was relaxed 
by legalizing it from any European port in vessels belonging 
to that port; and certain discriminations made by earlier acts 
against imports from Russia, Turkey, the Netherlands, and 
Germany now disappeared. 

The last two of the five acts made important modifications 



RELAXATIONS IN THE OLD COLONIAL SYSTEM log 

in the colonial system. The first of these related to trade 
between the British colonial possessions in America and the 
West Indies and other places in America and the West 
Indies. Robinson, who introduced the bills, pointed out that 
the old restrictions on the imports and exports of the colo- 
nies, which made England the emporium for their commerce 
and confined their trade strictly to English ships, had not 
been adhered to in the case of the eastern colonies or of 
India. 

The trade of Ceylon, of the Mauritius, of the Cape of Good 
Hope, is at this moment comparatively free: the trade of the 
East India Company’s territories has never been shackled by the 
peculiar restrictions of the Navigation Laws ... we have not 
deemed it prudent, or even practicable, to apply to possessions 
of such vast extent, such a dense population, such abundant re- 
sources, such facilities for active commerce, and such means of 
circulating and promoting wealth, a principle of systematic re- 
straint.— And who will say that the interests either of commerce 
or of navigation have suffered . . . ? 

And even in the western hemisphere, he said, ’the rigid ap- 
plication of our ancient colonial policy is no longer in exist- 
ence, The relaxation may have been the result of accident 
and circumstances, rather than of design; but it is sufficient 
for my argument to show that the change has actually taken 
place.’ 7S He was alluding to the institution of free ports, 
which he regarded as an important departure from the old 
colonial system. The ships of the United States had not been 
admitted to the free ports in the West Indies, but free ports 
had been established in Nova Scotia and New Brunswick, to 
which they were permitted to bring specified products of 
their own country . 74 Robinson proposed to repeal the many 
laws regulating the trade of the colonies, which had been 
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pass ed at different tides and frith different objects— ‘intri- 
cate 2nd confut'd/ he called then, and ‘in no small degree 
con tX2 di oory'—an d incorporate the whole system of colonial 
trade in two statutes. 

The first of thee was ‘an act to regulate the Trade between 
His Majesty's Possessions in America and the West Indies 
and other Places in America and the West Indies.’ 11 This 
act was the result, at least in large part, of measures which 
the United Sates had den in retaliation for the continued 
exclusion o! American ships from the British West Indies. 
After the return of peace in 1815 the British Government 
made it clear that the exclusion of American vessels from the 
Were Indies was to he more strictly enforced than it had been 
during most of the period of the Anglo-French scars ( 1 793- 
1815). West India governors were no longer to be permitted 
to open the ports of their colonies to American vessels for 
reasons of emergency, 2nd American diplomatic efforts to 
put trade between the United States and the British West 
Indies on a new basis failed. In 181S the United States re- 
sorted to fun-blooded retaliation- Congress passed a naviga- 
tion act dosing the ports of the United St2tes to British 
vessels arriving from a colony that was closed to American 
vessels, znd British vessels sailing: with cargoes from Ameri- 
can ports were put under bond not to land them in zrsy 
colony closed to American ships. “A non-intercourse in 
British vessels was thus established with ports closed by 
British laws ag rira t American ships.’ ** In 1820 Congress 
passed a niff more drastic navigation act. Indirect trad? 
between the United States 2nd the British West Indies was 
carried on by way of the Dutch, Danish, and Swedish islands, 
bat it involved 2 great rise in the price of imports in the 
British islands 2nd a Fall in the price of their exports. It is 
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not surprising that the British West India planters protested 
against the British restrictions which had led to the American 
retaliation, nor that the West India assemblies called loudly 
for relief. The British Government decided that the time 
had come to relax the navigation lairs in the interest of the 
West Indies." 

Robinson's act permitted the importation into designated 
free ports in the British colonies in America and the West 
Indies of specified articles (including grain, flour, vegetables, 
livestock, lumber, and naval stores) produced in foreign 
countries or colonies in America and the West Indies in 
ships of die producing country or colony as well as in British 
ships, and die exportation from those ports in such foreign 
ships, directly to the country or colony to which the ship 
belonged, of any articles produced in any of the dominions 
of the British crown or of any other articles which had been 
legally imported into those ports. The shipping of the United 
States was thus given an exceptional position in trade with 
the British colonies in the western hemisphere, since the 
privilege of importation into those colonies in ships of die 
producing country had not yet been extended to the prod- 
ucts of foreign countries outside die western hemisphere, and 
though it was nominally conceded to all foreign countries in 
America, die United States was die only one of them which 
possessed any considerable merchant shipping. It was fore- 
seen that trade between the British North American colonies, 
especially the Maritime Provinces, and die British West 
Indies would be affected by the admission of United States 
shipping to die "West India ports, and it seemed only fair 
that Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, and the Canadas should 
he given a moderate degree of protection against competi- 
tion from the United States. The act, accordingly, imposed 
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duties on foreign commodities imported at the free ports, 
whether imported in British or foreign vessels. The free 
ports in the Maritime Provinces, however, lost the position 
they had held as entrep6ts in indirect trade between the 
United States and the British West Indies. 7 * It was not in- 
tended to allow privileges to the shipping of foreign coun- 
tries which were not prepared to respond reciprocally, and 
the act therefore authorized the malting of orders in council 
to prohibit trade with any foreign country or colony in 
America or the West Indies in which British ships did not 
enjoy reciprocal privileges. 

Unfortunately, new friction arose between Great Britain 
and the United States over the West India trade. Robinson's 
act, as has just been said, laid duties upon foreign goods im- 
ported into the British colonies in America and the West 
Indies, but it provided that no discriminating duties should 
be imposed on foreign ships or the goods imported in them. 
In the United States, however, there were discriminating 
duties on foreign vessels and their cargoes, and these duties 
were not removed. On the contrary, Congress passed an act 
in 1823 which provided, in effect, that they should be main- 
tained unless and until products of the United States car- 
ried in vessels of the United States were admitted to the 
colonial ports on the same terms as the like products of the 
United Kingdom or other parts of the British Empire. Huskis- 
son declared this to be ‘a pretension unheard of in the com- 
mercial relations of independent states,’ as unreasonable, he 
said, as it would be on Britain’s part ‘to require that sugar or 
rum from our West India Islands should be admitted at New 
York upon the same terms and duties as the like articles, the 
growth and production of Louisiana . . .’** The British 
Government did not go to the length of prohibiting trade 
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between the British colonies and the United States, as it 
was authorized to do, but a retaliatory tonnage duty was 
levied by order in council on American ships entering the 
colonial ports. 80 American and British vessels could now 
trade between the United States and the British colonies, 
but they were subject to mutual discriminations. Diplomatic 
negotiations failed to achieve a happier solution, and by an 
order in council of 27 July 1826, American ships were ex- 
cluded from the British West Indies. Retaliation followed, 
and the ports of the United States were closed to British 
vessels coming from any of the British colonies in America 
or the West Indies. Direct trade between the United States 
and the British West Indies was thus totally prohibited. 
There was considerable indirect trade, however, by way of 
the foreign West India islands, and the value oE American 
exports to the West Indies in general fell off only slightly 
following the British order in council of 1826, but there was 
a decided decline in the American tonnage engaged in the 
West India trade. This question played a pan in the Ameri- 
can election of 1828, which brought Andrew Jackson to the 
presidency, and it was during his administration that the 
issue was finally resolved. British ships and their cargoes 
coming from the British colonies were admitted to the 
United States without payment o£ discriminating duties, and 
American ships were permitted to import almost all products 
of the United States into the free ports in the British colo- 
nies on the same terms and to export British colonial prod- 
uce to any country outside the British Empire. Foreign goods 
imported into the British colonies continued to be subject 
to duties, irrespective of the nationality of the ship in which 
they were carried, as was the case with foreign goods im- 
ported into the United States. In the negotiations leading up 
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to what Americans called the 'Reciprocity of 1830’ both 
sides receded from positions which the)- had previously 
taken, and the result was a compromise. ‘Broad-minded com- 
mon sense on each side of the Atlantic had at length pre- 
vailed to remov e a disagreement which had been an irritating 
source of suspicion and jealousy between the two countries 
for almost a half-century.’ * I 

To return to the five acts of 1822, the last of them regu- 
lated trade ‘between His Majesty’s Possessions in America 
and the West Indies and other Parts of the World.’ * ! Here 
the principle of confining the trade of the colonies to Brit- 
ish shipping was adhered to; the priv ilege of importing for- 
eign goods into the British colonies in the western hemi- 
sphere in ships of the producing country was not extended to 
the products of foreign countries outside the western hemi- 
sphere. Other restrictions on colonial exports and imports, 
however, were abolished or drastically altered. The rule that 
‘enumerated articles’ produced in the colonies must not be 
exported directly to places outside the Empire, a basic prin- 
ciple of the old colonial system ever since the Navigation Act 
of 1660, was now abandoned. Henceforth all products of the 
British colonies in America and the West Indies and all com- 
modities that had been legally imported into them could be 
exported directly to any foreign port in Europe or Africa. 
Significant also as a departure from long established policy 
was another provision of this act, v\hich permitted British 
ships to export from foreign ports in Europe or Africa di- 
rectly to any British colony in America or the West Indies a 
considerable number of specified commodities. The list, how- 
ever, did not include any of the more important manufac- 
tured goods produced in Great Britain, and duties were im- 
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posed upon foreign goods when imported at the colonial 
ports. 

The significance of the commercial reforms of 1822 was 
not lost on contemporaries. Their importance was said to 
be 'vast beyond all question, not only from the direct effect 
of their enactments, but from the nature of the system, of 
which they mark the commencement; this being the first 
instance in which practical statesmen have professed to act 
under the more liberal principles of political economy.’ 88 
Government and Parliament were actuated by various mo- 
tives, of which the desire to relieve commercial distress by 
extending British trade and enlarging the markets for Brit- 
ish industry was the most immediate. But the innovations of 
1822 were not thought of as temporary palliatives to meet a 
transient emergency. They were looked upon as the begin- 
nings of a new commercial system. 


In the reshuffling of ministerial portfolios by Lord Liver- 
pool in 1822-3, Robinson became Chancellor of the Ex- 
chequer, and Huskisson succeeded him as President of the 
Board of Trade, in which office he served from March 1823 
to August 1827. A member of Parliament for more than 
twenty-five years, Huskisson had held various offices, though 
none of Cabinet rank, and had long been recognized as an 
authority on finance, currency, and trade. Canning, of whom 
he was a political follower, called him ‘the best practical man 
of business in England.* Huskisson was distrustful of doc- 
trinaire projects of reform and believed that it was the part 
of statesmanship to exercise caution in the application of 
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general theories; and like Adam Smith and all patriotic 
Britons, he would never sacrifice defense to opulence. In 
cases where the interests of trade and of navigation could 
not be reconciled, he believed that the latter should be para- 
mount. At the same time he was convinced that restrictions 
and prohibitions alone could not maintain a large mercantile 
marine. Its only durable foundation lay in an extensive com- 
merce, and the history of commerce, as he read it, demon- 
strated the wisdom of economic liberalism: 

whenever you give a free scope to capital, to industry, to the 
stirring intelligence and active spirit of adventure, which so 
strongly mark the present times, you are in fact opening new 
roads to enterprise, and affording new facilities to the inter- 
change of the productions of the different regions of the earth 
... an open trade, especially to a rich and thriving country, is 
infinitely more valuable than any monopoly, however exclusive, 
which the public power of the State may be able, either to en- 
force against its own Colonial dominions, or to establish in its 
intercourse with other parts of the world.** 

Huskisson often used the term ‘free trade,’ but like others 
of his day he did not mean by it the absente of all protecting 
duties. On the contrary, his name is associated with the sys- 
tem of imperial preference, which is incompatible with thor- 
ough-going free trade. He meant the absence of prohibitions 
and prohibitory duties, which, he once said, 'are a premium 
to mediocrity . . . destroy the best incentive to excellence, 
the best stimulus to invention and improvement . . . con- 
demn the community to suffer, both in price and quality, 
all the evils of monopoly, except in as far as a remedy can 
be found in the baneful arts of the smuggler.' ” He looked 
to Spain as the best illustration of the effects of the prohibi- 
tory system— 
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the most perfect model of fallen greatness and of internal misery, 
of which modem civilization affords an example— an example to 
be traced not only in the annihilation of her commerce and mari- 
time power, but in her scanty revenue, in her bankrupt resources, 
in the wretchedness of her population, and in her utter insignifi- 
cance among the great powers of the world. The commercial 
policy of Spain is simply this— to admit nothing from other coun- 
tries— except what the smuggler brings in. 8 ® 

At tire Board of Trade Huskisson continued and enlarged 
upon the work of Wallace and Robinson, to whom he gave 
full credit, and the measures which he carried through won 
for him a high place among the reforming British ministers 
of the nineteenth century.* 7 Years after his death he was re- 
ferred to as an oracle of economic wisdom second only to 
Adam Smith and an incarnation of far-sighted statesman- 
ship. Huskisson himself spoke of the reforms of the i8so’s as 
a Tetum to the commercial liberalism of Pitt in the years be- 
fore the French Revolution. In commercial reform Huskis- 
son’s name is associated particularly with three general poli- 
cies— the abolition of the prohibitory system, die establish- 
ment of international reciprocity, and imperial preference. 
His reforms in colonial commerce, which embodied diese 
principles, came in 1825, but he had already applied two of 
them to the foreign trade of die United Kingdom. 

The earliest of his measures of reciprocity was an impor- 
tant reform in the old navigation system, though it did not 
directly affect the colonial system. This was die Reciprocity 
of Duties Act, which became law in 1823.” The use of alien 
duties as a means of encouraging English shipping goes back 
to the sixteenth century. These were additional duties im- 
posed on goods when imported into England in foreign ves- 
sels. Similarly, in many cases, smaller drawbacks were allowed 
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on goods when re-exported in foreign vessels. It goes without 
saying that foreign countries which were building up mer- 
cantile marines of their own would resent these discrimina- 
tions against their shipping. The United States was the first 
to retaliate effectively, imposing alien duties and discriminat- 
ing tonnage duties on foreign ships as well. A reciprocity 
treaty was finally negotiated in 1815 whereby, in the direct 
trade between the United States and the United Kingdom, 
alien duties on imports in each other's ships and discriminat- 
ing tonnage duties on the vessels were reciprocally removed. 
A similar treaty was later made between Great Britain and 
Portugal. In 1821 the Netherlands gave Britain a blunt 
warning by granting a premium of 10 per cent on all goods 
imported in Netherlands vessels, which was equivalent to 
imposing alien duties on imports in foreign ships; and 
Prussia took retaliatory action. In such a situation, Huskis- 
son declared, Britain must either embark on commercial war- 
fare or else adopt the policy of reciprocal equality of ship- 
ping duties. Resolutions which he introduced, and which 
were agreed to by the House of Commons without a division, 
were the basis of an act authorizing the making of orders in 
council permitting the importation and exportation of goods 
in foreign vessels on the same terms as in British vessels, pro- 
vided the country to which the vessel belonged gave recipro- 
cal treatment to goods imported and exported in British 
vessels. By the same authority additonal duties might be 
levied on imports in the ships of any foreign country that 
discriminated against British shipping. In order to secure the 
object in view, reciprocity treaties had to be concluded with 
foreign countries, and such treaties were entered into with 
all the important European countries and with several of the 
new republics of Spanish America.** It is not to he supposed 
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that Huskisson was motivated in this or in any of his other 
commercial reforms primarily by a spirit of abstract altruism 
or devotion to the theory of free trade. He was first and 
foremost an Englishman, and enlightened national self-inter- 
est was die mainspring of his policy. In common with Ri- 
cardo and other economists, he believed that his own country 
would gain even more than others from the adoption of 
more liberal commercial principles, for ‘those who had the 
largest trade must necessarily derive the greatest advantage 
from a better international regulation.’ #0 In defending the 
Reciprocity of Duties Act a few years later, Huskisson made 
it clear that his commercial liberalism had been inspired in 
great part by the fear of foreign retaliation. 

If the system of discriminating Duties for die encouragement 
of Shipping were a secret known to diis country alone; if a simi- 
lar system were not, or could not be, put in force in every other 
country, I should not be standing here to vindicate the measure 
to which I have just referred, and die present policy of his 
Majesty’s Government. So long as, in fact, no independent trad- 
ing community existed out of Europe, and so long as the old 
Governments of Europe looked upon these matters,— if Uiey 
looked to them at all,— as litde deserving dieir attention and 
were content, either from ignorance or indifference, not to thwart 
our System, it would have been wrong to disturb any part of it .* 1 

In 1824 Huskisson struck what he intended as a body blow 
at the prohibitory system by carrying die repeal of existing 
prohibitions on the importation of silk manufactures, substi- 
tuting therefor ad valorem duties, and reducing the duty on 
raw silk.* 3 The silk industry in England had long been a 
special object of governmental solicitude and favor, and for- 
eign competition in the British market had been totally 
* prohibited by law, though smuggling on a great scale flour- 
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ished notoriously. Huskisson believed that this evil was di- 
rectly attributable to the prohibition and would disappear 
with it, Here, however, events did not justify his hope. 
An official o£ the Board of Trade later testified that nearly 
one-half of the Frendi silk goods imported during the year 
after Huskisson’s reform was smuggled.” But it seems prob- 
able that improvements in the English silk industry were 
largely due to the manufacturers’ anticipations of foreign 
competition. Other measures passed in the same year re- 
moved other prohibitions, notably the repeal of the laws 
prohibiting combinations among workmen and forbidding 
their emigration.* 4 

The most comprehensive of the commercial reforms with 
which Huskisson was associated were effected by a series of 
lam passed in 1825. In that year a fresh start was made in 
commercial legislation. All existing laws relating to the cus- 
toms and navigation— six or seven hundred acts of Parlia- 
ment, Huskisson said— were swept from the statute book,* 5 a 
new navigation act was passed,” and what amounted to a new 
customs code was created by acts levying new duties in lieu 
of those previously in force and providing for the manage- 
ment and regulation of the customs, for the prevention of 
smuggling, for the registration of British vessels, for the ware- 
housing of goods, for the granting of bounties on the expor- 
tation of certain goods from the United Kingdom, and for 
regulating the trade of the British possessions.” The task 
involved in revising, simplifying, and consolidating the laws 
relating to the customs was one of great magnitude and diffi- 
culty. Huskisson later stated that ‘there were no fewer than 
five hundred statutes, relative to the Customs alone, to wade 
through.’ The immense amount of necessary laborious detail 
fell mainly to customs officials, notably James Deacon Hume, 
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Comptroller of Customs in London, rvho prepared a con- 
venient compilation of all the new laws relating to the cus- 
toms, navigation, smuggling, warehousing, and colonial 
trade. Since customs duties affected trade and were levied 
for purposes of protection as well as of revenue, the Board 
of Trade, as well as the Treasury, was directly concerned in 
customs reform, and Huskisson collaborated effectively with 
his colleague the Chancellor of the Exchequer, ‘Prosperity’ 
Robinson as he was nicknamed. ‘Robinson’s task was to safe- 
guard a sufficient revenue; Huskisson’s, to rejuvenate indus- 
try.’® 8 The President of the Board of Trade did not spare 
himself. ‘No individual, he believed, who had filled his situ- 
ation had ever become engaged in a more extensive corre- 
spondence than himself, or had received more numerous 
deputations, or had been a party at more conferences than he 
had met at the Board of Trade since these alterations [in cus- 
toms duties] were first announced in Parliament.’ 98 

That announcement was made by Huskisson in a perspica- 
cious and luminous speech in the House of Commons on 25 
March i 825, i0 ° in which he proposed to abolish prohibitions 
and reduce excessive protective duties on the importation 
of manufactured articles and to lower duties on raw materi- 
als used in manufacturing. From these changes he anticipated 
many beneficial results: increase of revenue, decrease of 
smuggling, benefit to consumers, improvement in Britain's 
relations with foreign countries, which would eventually 
follow her example of commercial liberalism, and invigota- 
tion of British industry no longer deprived by an artificial 
monopoly of the vitalizing stimulus of competition. He 
adopted it as a general rule that duties imposed to protect 
British manufactures ought never to exceed 30 per cent. 
Existing colonial preferences, in general, were continued in 
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the tariff of 1825, the principal colonial products that re- 
ceived favored treatment being chocolate and cocoa, cinna- 
mon, cloves, cochineal, cocoanuts, coffee, ginger, hemp, 
hides, bar and pig iron, molasses, pepper, pitch, rice, rum, 
sugar, tar, timber, and wool. Duties on imported grain were 
imposed by the com laws and were not included in the gen- 
eral tariff. In some cases preferences were not uniform for 
all parts of the Empire. Sugar grown in British possessions 
in the East, for example, was charged with a duty of lor. a 
hundredweight above that paid by British West India sugar. 
An exception, however, was made by a special act of 1 825 in 
favor of Mauritius; this provided that all produce of that 
island should be admitted to the United Kingdom on the 
same terms as the like produce of the British West Indies, 141 
In another parliamentary speech, also delivered in March 
1825, Huskisson outlined his policy with regard to the trade 
of the colonies. 14 * He spoke of the 'almost general revolu- 
tion' in the world’s colonial commerce which had taken 
place as a result of the independence of the United States 
and the Latin-American countries and referred to what had 
already been done in the way of relaxing old restrictions in 
the British colonial system. This work he proposed to carry 
further. In 1822 the United States had been permitted to 
carry on a limited trade in its own ships with the British 
colonies in the western hemisphere, and he saw no reason 
for withholding this privilege from foreign countries in gen- 
eral, He would go even further and allow, on a basis of reci- 
procity, the ships of any foreign country to import any prod- 
ucts of the country to which the ship belonged (with a very 
few exceptions) into any British colonial possessions and to 
export therefrom any articles of their growth or production 
to any part of the world except the United Kingdom and its 
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dependencies. Trade within the British Empire Would con- 
tinue to be reserved to British shipping. 'Are we,’ he asked, 
‘more jealous of the navigation of Denmark, Sweden, Prussia, 
Holland, or the Hanse Towns, than that of the United 
States? ... Is it fair or politic to grant to the one what we 
withhold from the other?’ He believed that the prosperity 
of the colonies was cramped by the existing restrictions on 
their trade and declared that ‘whatever tends to increase the 
prosperity of the Colonies cannot fail, in the long run, to 
advance, in an equal degree, the general interests of the 
Parent State.’ The West India planters, he thought, would 
be materially benefited by the admission of foreign shipping, 
both in supplying the needs of their plantations on reason- 
able terms and in disposing of their produce; and he hoped 
that under a more liberal commercial system the British 
colonies on the continent of North America would feel no 
desire to part company with their mother country. At a time 
when pessimism regarding the Empire was rife in England 
and the doctrine of separatism was openly proclaimed, 
Huskisson took his stand as a liberal imperialist. 

At any rate (he said], let us, as the parent state, fulfil our duties 
with all proper kindness and liberality. This is true wisdom; 
affording us, on the one hand, the best chance of perpetuating a 
solid and useful connexion, and on the other, the best hope if 
{which God avertl) in the progress of human events, that connex- 
ion is ever to be dissolved, that the separation may not be embit- 
tered by acrimony and bloodshed; and the certain consolation 
that, however brought about, it will not have been hastened or 
provoked by vexatious interference or oppressive pretensions on 
our part. 

Huskisson’s advocacy of commercial liberalism in colonial 
policy was no doubt strengthened by his interpretation of 
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the American Resolution. He took issue with those who at- 
tributed the Revolution primarily to British taxation and 
saw in commercial restriction its principal cause. In a later 
speech lie said: 

It is generally believed, that the attempt to tax our American 
colonies, without their consent, was the sole cause of the separa- 
tion of those Colonies from the mother country. But, if the whole 
liistorv of the period be tw e en the year 1763 and the year 1773 
be attentively examined. 11 will, I think, be abundantly evident, 
that, however the attempt at taxation may have contributed 
somewhat to hasten the explosion, the train had been long laid, 
in the severe and exasperating efforts of this country to enforce, 
with inopportune and increasing vigour, the strictest and most 
armoring regulations of our Commercial and Navigation Code. 
Every petty adventure in which the colonists embarked was 
viewed, by the merchants of this country, and the Board of Trade 
of that day, as an encroachment on the commercial monopoly of 
Great Britain lcs 

Huskisson's interpretation of the Revolution was shared 
by political economists and became that of the free-trade 
school in general. 

The changes in the regulation of colonial trade which 
Huskisson proposed were embodied in acts passed in 1S25— 
a nav lgation act and possessions acts to regulate the trade of 
the British colonial possessions. 1 M Under these new laws the 
ships of foreign countries in general were allowed to import 
into any of the British possessions in Asia, Africa, or America 
the products of their respective countries, directly from those 
countries, and to export goods from those possessions to any 
non-British country. This privilege, howev er, was limited to 
the ships of countries that granted reciprocal privileges to 
British ships, or, in the case of countries that had no colonial 
possessions, placed British commerce and navigation on the 
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footing of the most favored nation, unless it should seem 
expedient to grant the privilege without a quid pro quo, in 
which event this could be done by order in council. Under 
this legislation reciprocity treaties were concluded during 
the ensuing years with most of the important shipping coun- 
tries, and the vessels of those countries were duly admitted 
to trade with the colonies by orders in council. 105 In the case 
of the British colonial possessions in America and the West 
Indies, trade with foreign countries (both in British and in 
foreign ships) was confined to designated free ports, but the 
free-port system was not extended to Britain’s possessions 
outside tire western hemisphere. A tariff of duties on foreign 
goods imported into the British colonies in America and the 
West Indies and the island of Mauritius was set up, but it 
did not apply to other British possessions. 10 * Duties were 
specified on a considerable list of goods, and there were a 
few express prohibitions and exceptional restrictions on im- 
portation. All goods not enumerated were charged with du- 
ties of 15 per cent ad valorem. In accord with the principle 
laid down in the Renunciation Act of 1778, namely, that 
Parliament would not in the future levy taxes on the colo- 
nies for revenue, the object of these duties teas protective, 
not fiscal, and the revenue arising from them was controlled 
by the colonial legislatures. The object in view, as explained 
by Huskisson, was to give British products, especially manu- 
factured articles, moderate protection in die colonial mar- 
kets. 

There was now a bilateral imperial preferential system. 
From die beginnings of the colonial system in the seven- 
teenth century, Parliament, as we have seen, had given tariff 
preferences to various colonial products imported into the 
mother country. It now gave tariff preferences on a wider 
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scale to British goods imported into tlie British colonies in 
the western hemisphere and the island of Mauritius. The 
new imperial duties were in addition to the low duties im- 
posed on imports by the colonial legislatures for local rev- 
enue purposes. These latter did not discriminate between 
goods imported from the United Kingdom and oilier parts 
of the Empire and goods imported from foreign countries, 
and they were not supposed to sen e any protective purpose, 
though in some cases, they may liase git en a measure of en- 
couragement to local colonial production. 

Unfortunately for Britain, and for Huskisson’s peace of 
mind, the commercial reforms of 1855 were quickly followed 
by a financial crash. By 1823 the long post-tor depression 
had drawn to a dose. At the end of the parliamentary session 
of that year attention was called to ‘the flourishing condition 
of all brandies of our commerce and manufactures,’ and at 
the opening of the session of 1824 the King’s Speech con- 
tained these hopeful statements: ’Trade and commerce are 
extending themselves both at home and abroad. An increas- 
ing activity pervades almost every branch of manufacture. 
Agriculture is recovering from the depression under which 
it laboured.’ 101 The country entered upon a short period of 
extraordinary, and unhealthy, boom. Commodity prices rose, 
the interest rate was low, credit was obtained on inadequate 
security, many new commercial companies were formed, 
stocks advanced to astonishing heights, and a mania of specu- 
lation swept over the land. The stage was set for a crash, and 
it came in the closing months of 1825. The failure of country 
banks led to a financial panic, which reached its height in 
December, ivhen great London banking houses ere forced 
to close. Charles Gresille noted in his Diary: ‘The state of 
tlie City, and the terror of all the Bankers and Merchants, as 
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well as of all owners of property, is not to be conceived but 
by those who witnessed it.’ 103 The Government correctly 
attributed the economic malady to the preceding frenzy oE 
speculation, and for this die existing banking and currency 
system had been in large part responsible. 109 Many people, 
however, and especially the champions of those interests 
which conceived themselves to have been injured by the 
recent commercial changes, professed to see in the new- 
fangled ‘free trade* policies which Parliament had adopted, 
the cause of the general suffering. 

Huskisson, who was the main target of attack and abuse, 
ably defended the measures for which he had been respon- 
sible, notably in speeches on the silk industry*, on navigauon, 
and on shipping. 110 On the basis of official accounts of ship- 
ping and tonnage he had no difficulty in disposing of die 
assumpuon of the shipping interest that there was an alarm- 
ing decrease in Bridsh shipping and a corresponding increase 
in foreign shipping in the trade of the United Kingdom. For 
example, in a petition from workmen connected with the 
Port of London the existing distress was contrasted with full 
employment and prosperity in 1825 and was attributed to a 
great influx of foreign shipping alleged to have taken place 
in 1826. Huskisson showed that the foreign tonnage entering 
London amounted to 302,122 tons in 1825 and only 215,254 
in 1826. 111 His opinion was diat ‘there would have been a 
much greater . . . degree of distress among Ship-owners, if 
those alteradons had not been made in our commercial 
policy, of which they short-sightedly complain; and it would 
have been better for their relief, if they had been adopted 
at an earlier period after the restoration of peace.* 115 The 
shipping interests failed to make a convincing case for meas- 
ures of relief, and their parliamentary spokesmen were un- 
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able to secure the appointment of a committee to inquire 
into their alleged distress. The shipowners' predictions of 
ruin were not borne out by events. During the next twenty 
years British tonnage not only increased greatly, but the per- 
centage of its increase was greater in trade with foreign 
countries, in which it was exposed to competition with for- 
eign shipping, than in intra-imperial trade, where it still 
possessed a monopoly. Other factors than changes in legisla- 
tion played their part, no doubt, in bringing about this in- 
crease, but it can at least be said that these changes did not 
prevent it. 


Huskisson thought of the reforms we have been consider- 
ing as drastic, though not revolutionary. Commenting upon 
the modifications he had proposed in colonial trade in 1825, 
he said: ‘It is not to be dissembled, that this is a great change 
in our Colonial System.’ 1,4 Opponents accused him of being 
a doctrinaire innovator, pursuing abstract theories without 
regard to consequences. To his more thorough-going free- 
trade contemporaries, on the other hand, his reforms seemed 
extremely moderate, and in the light of experience they soon 
came to be regarded by them as inadequate and ineffectual. 

This was the view taken by Sir Henry Parnell, a free-trade 
member of Parliament. In a book. On Financial Reform, 
published in 1830, Parnell said: 'If free trade ... is the 
right policy, the work of introducing it still remains to be 
done.’ 114 He concluded from trade statistics that the tariff 
changes of 1825 had had very little effect in increasing the 
importation of foreign manufactures into the United King- 
dom, and he asserted that the measures of 1^22 and 1825 re- 
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garding colonial trade bad completely failed in their purpose 
—‘in point of fact, they have had no kind of effect in making 
the trade of the colonies more free than it was before.’ 118 
He stated that the imperial duties on foreign manufactures 
imported into the colonies were virtually prohibitory, and 
that the attempt to free colonial trade and at the same time 
give the British manufacturer protection in the colonial 
market must inevitably fail. He favored the total removal 
of protection and with it, of course, the abolition of the en- 
tire bilateral preferential system. So long as the colonists 
were compelled to obtain their manufactured goods from 
Britain, they were entitled to demand preference for their 
products in her market, ‘but when we shall relieve them 
from all vexatious restraints, and allow them to resort t6 all 
the markets of the world, they will have no longer any claim 
to the monopoly of the British market.' 1,8 In predicting that 
British manufacturers, because they were able to produce 
more cheaply than foreigners, would continue to supply the 
colonists with most of the manufactured goods they needed, 
even though the protecting duties in the colonies were re- 
moved, Parnell expressed a belief that was in the minds of 
all British free-traders who were interested in colonial com- 
merce. What he neglected to point out was that the colonial 
producers would not find themselves in a like happy state in 
the British market if they were deprived of their preferences. 
Continental European manufactures, generally speaking, 
could not compete in the colonial markets with British 
manufactures, but Cuban and Brazilian sugar could compete 
-and all too successfully-with Jamaica sugar in the British 
market. 

Fifteen years after Huskisson’s reforms a committee of the 
House of Commons was appointed to conduct an inquiry 
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into the British tariff. It was predominantly a free-trade com- 
mittee, the radical free-trader Joseph Hume was its chair- 
man, and the most influential evidence was given by free- 
trade Harnesses. The committee reported that the tariff ex- 
hibited a lad- of consistency and aimed in many instances at 
incompatible objects, that as a whole it was highly protec- 
tive, and that some of the duties were in fact prohibitory.”* 
They dedared emphatically th3t the success of British manu- 
factures was not to be attributed to the exdusion of foreign 
competition, remarked that the existence of protection in 
Britain seas always used by foreign countries as justification 
for protective legislation of their own against British manu- 
factures, and voiced the hopeful belief, held by all British 
free traders, that other countries would follow Britain's ex- 
ample if she adopted a more liberal tariff policy. The com- 
mittee recommended that the whole protective system be 
reconsidered and changes made in such manner that existing 
interests might suffer as little as possible in 'the transition to 
a more liberal and equitable state of things.' 

The testimony of witnesses indicated the existence of con- 
siderable discontent in the colonies with the working of 
Huskisson’s colonial system. Mr, MacGregor, a secretary of 
the Board of Trade, told the committee that the limitation of 
imports from foreign countries to the free ports in the colo- 
nies often worked great economic hardship; in some cases 
the expenses involved in landing cargoes at the free ports 
and relading for transportation to other ports nearly 
doubled freight charges. The imperial duties, according to 
this witness, were another cause of colonial discontent since 
they increased the cost of living, especially in the West 
Indies. A case in point was the duty on salted beef and pork, 
which was intended to give protection in the West Indies 
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to producers in the United Kingdom and the British North 
American colonies. In Hamburg and Bremen the prices of 
these provisions were only about one-half of the British 
prices, and large quantities were imported from those cities. 
Other witnesses before the committee were G. R. Porter, 
head of the statistical department of the Board of Trade, 
who looked upon all protective duties as wrong in princi- 
ple, and James Deacon Hume, who was in favor of abolish- 
ing the whole protective system without regard to what 
other countries might do and 'without even asking them.’ 118 

The report of this Committee on Import Duties seems 
to have had little immediate effect. But another era of com- 
mercial change was approaching, and in this the radical re- 
forms advocated by the committee were carried out. 



IV 


THE FALL OF THE PREFERENTIAL SYSTEM 


The old colonial s\st cm on its commercial side was modi- 
fied, as we have seen, during the third decade of the nine- 
teenth century, but it did not come to an end until the 
triumph of free trade a generation later. ‘The Colonial Sys- 
tem/ Richard Cobden said in 1842, ‘with all its dazzling ap- 
peals to the passions of the people, can never be got rid of 
except by the indirect process of free trade, which will grad- 
ually and imperceptibly loosen the bonds which unite our 
colonies to us by a mistaken notion of self-interest.’ 1 In the 
present chapter we shall see how the process of free trade 
swept away the preferential system. 

There were, as has been pointed out in the preceding 
chapter, two sides of imperial preference as it existed in the 
early nineteenth century: there was discrimination in favor 
of colonial as against foreign products in the mother country, 
and there was discrimination in favor of British (and British 
colonial) as against foreign products in the colonies. These 
were regarded as two parts of a single system which must 
stand or fall together.* In the British tariff, preference to 
colonial products had originally been given to the ‘enumer- 
ated articles,' those colonial products whose exportation 
from the colonies to foreign countries was prohibited, the 
preference being intended partly as compensation to colonial 
producers for the prohibition; but it was applied to other 
colonial products, and it was retained and extended after the 
principle of enumeration was abandoned in 1822. In 1840 
132 
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there were more than eighty articles in the British tariff 
schedules upon which differential duties were levied in favor 
of the produce of the colonies.* These duties, of course, had 
the effect of increasing die prices to British consumers of the 
commodities on which they were imposed.* 

The duties the British Parliament levied on foreign goods 
imported into the colonies applied to the colonies in Amer- 
ica and the West Indies and to Mauritius. In the case of the 
British colonies in the Mediterranean, Africa, and the East 
(except Mauritius), authority to levy import duties was given 
to the king in council. In the Australasian colonies there 
were no imperial duties, but the legislative authorities of 
New South Wales and Van Dieman’s Land were authorized 
to lay duties ot not more than 1 5 per cent on foreign goods . 11 
In 1850 the Australian colonies were given power to impose 
such duties as they might see fit on imports, British and 
foreign alike, but they were not permitted to levy differen- 
tial duties till 1873. The colonies, generally speaking, had 
local customs duties of their own, and in most cases these 
formed the largest item of their revenue. 8 The theory was 
that the colonial duties were for revenue only, and the im- 
perial duties for the regulation of commerce, but in fact the 
former did not always aim exclusively at revenue. In some 
cases, colonial tariffs discriminated against foreign countries, 
and even between different parts of the Empire. 7 


Sir Robert Peel never fully accepted the views of some of 
his free-trade contemporaries on imperial questions. Though 
he came to be deeply influenced by the free-trade doctrines 
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of the Manchester School, he was not prepared to carry them 
out literally at the expense of the integrity of the British 
Empire. He was never a ‘Little Englander’ in the sense in 
which the term may be applied to Cobden or Bright. He was 
a reformer on the instalment plan, disinclined to push theo- 
ries to their logical limit. Nevertheless some of his commer- 
cial measures did strike directly at the foundations of the 
British imperial system, and in the ranks of those who sup- 
ported him in the great battle of the com laws were not a 
few who actually looked forward to the dissolution of the 
Empire as one of the beneficent results of free trade. 

Peel's tariff of 1842 reduced the duties upon many im- 
ports, and it has generally been spoken of as a free-trade 
measure. Yet it not only retained but extended colonial 
preference. 8 In arguing against that feature of it. Lord 
Howick (afterwards Earl Grey), a free-trade Whig, asserted 
that the Government was proposing to carry preference ‘to 
an extent never yet contemplated.’ • It was agreed by most 
of those who took part in the parliamentary debates on this 
tariff that the preferential system was essential to the preser- 
vation of the Empire. In opposing a resolution against its 
extension Peel gave expression to this view. He asked: 

What is the principle for which the noble Lord contends? The 
principle is this: that jou shall treat your colonies without dis- 
crimination, as foreign countries in this respect ... If that prin- 
ciple be correct there is an end of your colonial system ... If 
)ou sanction this proposition, then you ought also to say, let 
the colonies assert their own independence, and provide for their 
own maintenance.' 3 

Preference was upheld by a vote of 281 to 108.“ The tariff 
of 1842 embraced some 825 items, and upon no fewer than 
375 of them differential duties were levied in favor of the 
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colonies. 1 * Thus it is clear that at the beginning of Peel’s 
Ministry the principle of colonial preference was still un- 
shaken in Great Britain. A member of the House of Com- 
mons who supported preference said of the act of 1842, ‘I 
approve of all the principles upon which this tariff has been 
framed: Prohibition repealed, moderate duties substituted, 
the differential principle extended, and the degrees of pro- 
tection revised and modified.’ 14 

In 1842 important changes were made in the colonial cus- 
toms. Gladstone, then President of the Board of Trade in 
Peel's Ministry, in explaining the alterations proposed by the 
Government, informed the House of Commons that the par- 
liamentary duties then levied upon goods imported into the 
British colonies in America could not be justified ‘either 
with regard to the interests of the revenues of the colonies 
themselves, or with regard to the principles laid down by 
Parliament with respect to its colonial legislation.' He 
pointed out that in the Asiatic dependencies the protective 
duties in favor of British manufactures were low, while in 
the American colonies they were so high as often to be pro- 
hibitory. Speaking for the Government, he proposed to abol- 
ish all existing parliamentary duties levied on British goods 
imported into the colonies, chief of which were those on 
spirits, not because it was undesirable to tax spirits, but on 
the ground that such taxes were unnecessary, and scarcely 
compatible with the principle of the Renunciation Act of 
1778. As the law then stood, taxes were laid, moreover, upon 
many foreign products imported into the colonies which did 
not compete with those of the mother country, and which 
could not, therefore, be called taxes for the regulation of 
trade. Gladstone proposed to select those articles which it 
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seemed desirable to tax for the regulation of trade, and to 
penult the free importation of all others. 3 * 

The ‘possessions 2Ct’ of 184* substituted new dudes for 
those previously in force in the colonies and added to the list 
of exemptions. Upon foreign imports not specifically enum- 
erated or exempted, it lowered the rate of duty to 4 per cent. 
Colonial legislatures were permitted to lay duties for reve- 
nue up to 5 per cent upon British products and upon such 
foreign goods as were not taxed by the Imperial Parliament. 
The act provided, however, that if any colony imposed a 
higher duty upon a British product than was charged upon 
the foreign product, the imperial duty upon the latter 
should be increased by the amount of the difference. 11 It thus 
made important alterations in the colonial customs, but it 
reta in ed the principle of imperial preference. 1 * It is clear, 
therefore, tim at the beginning of Peel's Ministry the prefer- 
ential system was intact in the colonies as well 2s in the 
mother country. 

The budget of 1844 involved no such conspicuous changes 
in taxation 2s its predecessor of 1842. It is, however, of sig- 
nificance in the subject with which this chapter deals, for 
it shows a willingness on the pan of the Minister who had 
come to power in 1E41 as a protectionist, to relax the prefer- 
ential system. In the financial statement of 1844 the Chan- 
cellor of the Exchequer proposed to remove entirely the duty 
on foreign wool. The tariff of 1842, while admitting colonial 
wool duty-free, had imposed a duty of a penny a pound on 
foreign wool worth one shilling or more, and of a half-penny 
on foreign wool of Jess value. Despite warnings from the 
protectionist benches that Peel 2nd his colleagues were 
taking a dangerous step in the direction of free trade, the 
abolition of the tax encountered no formidable resistance 
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in Parliament. Many British wool growers accepted the Gov- 
ernment’s assurance that it would not prove injurious to 
them. 11 The interests of the Australian wool-growers, how- 
ever, were not entirely overlooked in Parliament. Mr. Miles, 
one of the leading protectionists in the House of Commons, 
called attention to the extraordinary increase in recent years 
in the growth of wool in Australia and its importation into 
the United Kingdom. The quantity imported had increased 
i/om 2,493.337 pounds in 1831 to 17,483,783 in 1843— and 
this, said Mr. Miles, under the slight degree of protection 
afforded by the low duty on foreign wool. The remission 
which the Government proposed was small in amount, he 
admitted, 'but it showed which way the wind blew.’ 18 In 
the House of Lords, the Duke of Richmond, one of Eng- 
land’s greatest landlords and flock-masters, predicted serious 
injury to Australian as well as to British wool, if the Govern- 
ment earned its proposal. Gladstone admitted that the aboli- 
tion of the duty might have ‘a depreciating effect on the 
price of Australian wool.’ But, while conceding the claims 
of colonies to consideration in the British customs, he held 
that in this case ‘they were trivial as compared with the great 
value of the change to the manufacturers of wool.’ 18 The 
fact is that the abolition of this duty, like the repeal of the 
com laws two years later, was a measure in the interest of 
British manufacturers and consumers which disregarded im- 
mediate colonial interests. It did not, however, have the de- 
pressing effect upon Australian wool that had been pre- 
dicted. John Bright asserted in the House of Commons in 
1845 that it was 'unanimously allowed’ that the repeal of the 
duty had injured neither British nor Australian wool 
growers, and his statement was not challenged. 20 

The preference previously enjoyed by colonial coffee. 
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while not abolished, was materially reduced in 1844. Under 
the tariff of 184s colonial coffee paid 4d. a pound upon im- 
portation into the United Kingdom, as against 8d. paid by 
foreign coffee. The Cos eminent now proposed to lower the 
latter duty to 6d., leasing a differential duty of only sd. in 
favor of the colonial product. A free-trade member of the 
House of Commons, Mr. Ewart, mo\ed to equalize the 
foreign and colonial duties at jd., frankly avowing that he 
was aiming a blow at the entire preferential system. *He was 
the enemy of such duties,' he said, 'for they were unsound 
in principle, and he was satisfied they could not long con- 
tinue.’ He even denied that in the long run preference was 
of benefit to .the colonial planter. It created a temporary 
prosperity for him, it was true, but it rested upon an inse- 
cure foundation that must eventually give way." He found a 
special reason for advocating cheap coffee in the pleasing 
expectation he had formed that it would reduce the con- 
sumption of spirits and promote sobriety among the working 
classes. The Chancellor of the Exchequer defended the Gov- 
ernment's proposal, on the ground that it would benefit Uie 
British consumer and at the same time presene to the colo- 
nial coffee grower a fair degree of protection." Under the 
operation of the act of 1844, however, the quantity of colo- 
nial coffee consumed in the United Kingdom was not di- 
minished, nor svns the amount of foreign coffee materially 
increased.” 

Substantial modifications were made in 1S44 and 1845 in 
the preference enjo) ed by sugar, the most important colonial 
product The sugar duties were not included in the general 
tariff, but were levied annually by separate acts. Until 1 844 
foreign sugar had been virtually excluded from the British 
market by prohibitive duties. Prior to the emancipation of 
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the slaves, which took effect in 1834, the West India colonies 
had been able to do more than supply the British demand. 
But the effect of emancipation was to reduce the production 
of sugar in the islands, and, in order to insure an adequate 
supply for British consumption, Parliament presently low- 
ered the duties on British East India sugar, with the result 
that large quantities of it were brought into the British 
market. 14 

Anticipating an increased demand for sugar in the United 
Kingdom, Peel concluded that a larger supply ought to be 
made available for home consumption. He was unwilling, 
however, to permit the importation of foreign sugar culti- 
vated by slave labor, or to leave the British "West India 
planters, who had suffered severely in consequence of eman- 
cipation, without a fair degree of protection. He proposed, 
accordingly, to retain the duty of 24s. per hundredweight 
on British colonial sugar, and the prohibitive tax of 63s. on 
foreign slave-grown sugar, but to lower the duty on foreign 
sugar produced by free labor from 63s. to 34s. He expected 
that by virtue of this reduction considerable quantities of 
free-labor sugar would be imported from Java, Manila, and 
China, whereas the slave-grown sugar of Brazil and Cuba 
would still be excluded. The Chancellor of the Exchequer, 
who was in charge of the bill, did not deny that its effect 
would be to check a rise in the price of sugar in England, 
but he warned the sugar interests that in the long run the 
worst evil that could befall them -would be a marked ad- 
vance in the cost of sugar to the English consumer. From the 
language he used, the West India planters were justified in 
assuming that the amount of protection which the Govern- 
ment proposed to leave them would not be reduced in the 
near future.** 
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The proposed alterations in the sugar duties w ere opposed 
in the House of Commons for different reasons by free-trade 
liberals and protectionist Conservatis es. The Liberal 
leader. Lord John Russell, was in favor of admitting all 
foreign sugar, whether the produce oF free or of slate labor, 
at 3)i. and objected to a differential duty based upon what 
he called a new principle, the principle of morality in inter- 
national trade. 1 * Mr. Ewart, opposed to differential duties on 
general principle, desired to see the distinction between 
colonial and foreign sugar entirely done array with. Mr, 
Miles, speaking as a staunch protectionist and in behalf of 
the colonial sugar interests, insisted that the reduced degree 
of protection contemplated by the Government was insufi- 
ciem. When the House went into committee on the sugar- 
duties bill, the opposition that developed was strong enough 
to defeat the provision lowering the duty on fmeign sugar 
produced by free labor by a vote of 241 to 221. Peel, how- 
ever, refused to accept amendment, and by what amounted 
to a threat of resignation he compelled the House to reverse 
its vote and pass the bill. 15 

Further changes were made in the sugar duties in 1845. 
The tax on colonial sugar was reduced from 24s. to 14s., and 
that on foreign free-labor sugar from 54s. to 23s., while the 
prohibitive tax of 63s. was retained on foreign slave-grown 
sugar." A resolution to abolish the colonial preference by 
equalizing the duties on foreign and colonial sugar was sup- 
ported by some of the free traders, but was decisively beaten 
by a vote of 217 to 84. The acts of 1S44 and 1845 did not 
greatly increase the consumption of foreign free-labor sugar, 
and the colonial product still retained a virtual monopoly 
of the British market." 

The preferential system received its first severe shock at 
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the hands of Peel in his commercial legislation of 1846, espe- 
cially* in the alterations then made in the com Jaws and the 
timber duties.* 0 In the case of the com laws colonial prefer- 
ence had never been an object of primary importance. Their 
main purpose had been the protection of British agriculture 
from external competition. When Peel took office in 1841 
this policy was still adhered to. The importation of grain 
was then regulated by an act passed in 1828, whereby the 
duties on foreign cereals were arranged on a sliding scale, 
varying inversely with their prices in the British market. 
In the case of foreign wheat the act imposed a duty of one 
shilling per quarter when the price stood at 73s. or above, 
a duty which rose as the price fell, reaching 25s. 8 d. when 
it was between 61s. and 62s. For every shilling or fraction 
thereof by which the price fell below 61s. the duty was in- 
creased by one shilling.* 1 The average duty on foreign wheat 
for the ten years ending in 1841 was 30s. 8d., high enough 
virtually to exclude it from the British market.** 

Though the act of 1828 was a Tory measure, the Whigs 
permitted it to stand unaltered during their almost un- 
broken tenure of office from 1830 to 1841. Its principal bene- 
ficiaries were the landlords, and the Whig party, as has been 
said, was a landlord party only one degree less than the Tory. 
The conviction was rapidly gaining ground, however, espe- 
cially among the middle and lower classes, that the social 
misery then prevalent, the ‘condition-of-England-question,’ 
as Carlyle called it, was in large measure attributable to the 
com laws; and the propaganda of the Anti-Corn Law League 
kept the question of reform constantly in the public mind. 
Peel’s com law of 1842 revised the grain duties downward, 
but preserved the protective principle and the sliding scale.* 3 
Under it the duty on foreign wheat rose from is. to 19s. as 
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the price fell from 751. to 51*. and remained constant at 20s. 
for all prices below 51J. For the year 1843 the average price 
of wheat was 501. id., so that the average duty was 20s. 
Under the act of 1828 it would have been 36s. 8d. 

The legislation that has been described gave preference 
to colonial grain. Under the act of 1828 colonial wheat paid 
55. when the price was* below 67s., and was admitted at a 
nominal duty of 6d. when it rose above that figure. For the 
ten-year period ending in 1840 the average duty on colonial 
wheat was only 5 s. Despite this seemingly great preference, 
however, very little of it wa s actually imported, and British 
agriculture enjoyed a substantial monopoly of the home 
market. How little the preference really benefited the Cana- 
dian farmer is shown in a petition adopted by the Assembly 
of Upper Canada in 1840: 

Your Majesty's faithful Commons are aware that the products 
of these colonies are admitted into the ports of the mother coun- 
try at a duty of 5s. per quarter, when wheat is below an average 
of 67s. per quarter, but from the expense of transportation from 
the interior to the sea, and thence to the United Kingdom, 
experience proves that they derive sery little advantage from 
this protection.* 4 

Under the coin lasv of 1842 colonial wheat was admitted at 
uniform duties of is. for prices at or above 58s., and 5s. for 
prices below 55s., while for intermediate prices duties were 
arranged on a sliding scale. For the year 1 843, therefore, the 
average duty on colonial wheat was 5s., as against 20s. paid 
by the foreign product. 

In that year, however, an extraordinary preference was 
granted to Canadian wheat and flour. Since 1831 wheat 
grosvn in the United States had been admitted into Canada 
duty-free. Considerable quantities of it had been imported 
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into the province and tliere manufactured into flour, which 
was exported to the United Kingdom, where it was admitted 
at the preferential duty payable on colonial flour.* 8 British 
agricultural interests objected to this indirect importation 
of foreign wheat in the form of colonial flour, and the 'pos- 
sessions bill’ of 1842, as originally introduced, placed a duty 
of 3s. on foreign wheat entering Canada. But in Canada the 
opposition to this provision was so strong that it was dropped 
from the bill. The Parliament of Canada, however, was 
anxious to secure the free entry of Canadian wheat and flour 
into the United Kingdom, and in order to gain this favor 
it levied a duty of 3s. on foreign wheat entering the prov- 
ince,** whereupon the Imperial Parliament admitted Ca- 
nadian wheat into the United Kingdom at a nominal duty 
of u v irrespective of price, and wheat flour at the duty pay- 
able upon the quantity of wheat used in its manufacture.** 
This Canada Corn Law, as it was called, was opposed by a 
number of agrarian protectionists among Peel’s followers, 
whose fear of Canadian competition was by no means allayed 
when the Trime Minister assured them that what was in- 
tended as a boon to the agriculture of Canada would not 
prove injurious to that of Great Britain. It was also opposed 
by some Whig free-traders, who objected to building up new 
protected interests in the colonies. Lord Howick spoke for 
this group when he said: 

When the act [die corn law of 1842] should be swept away and 
gathered into that lumber of old, absurd, repealed measures, 
what would be die position of the Canadian merchant who, by 
the measure the House was called upon to sanction, had been 
induced to invest his capital in extensive mills for grinding corn, 
and in maVing arrangements for forwarding flour to this coun- 
try? In his opinion die Canadian would have a very good claim 
upon die Government of this country for compensation.** 
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Lord Howick's party forgot about compensation to colonial 

interests it ben it abolished the preferential system! 

The law of 1843 was followed by an increase in the pro- 
duction and exportation of Canadian v\heat, in the invest- 
ment of capital in flour mills, and in the construction of 
new canals to improv e the St. Lawrence waterway, for which 
an expanding volume of trade was anticipated. From 
October 1843. when it took effect, to January 1S46, 1,462,- 
260 hundredweight of wheat flour manufactured in Canada 
was imported into the United Kingdom, more than lvas 
admitted from foreign countries and the other British colo- 
nies combined from 1842 to the same date.” The capital 
invested in mills and improved transport facilities suffered 
severely when presently Canadian flour lost its protection 
in England* 0 No doubt other factors than the Canada Com 
Law ought to be taken into account in explaining the devel- 
opments that followed it,* 1 but Canadians generally attrib- 
uted them to it. 

The farmers of Australia, whose only important products 
were grain and wool, saw no reason why their wheat should 
not be admitted to the British market on the same terms as 
that of Canada. Petitions were received from legislatures and 
governors in Australia asking that the tax on Australian 
gTain be lowered. On 8 May 1845, Mr* Hutt introduced a 
resolution in the House of Commons for equalizing the 
duties on Australian and Canadian gTain and flour. He 
called attention to the excellent quality of Australian wheat, 
and asserted that the great distance of the Australian colo- 
nies would not prevent their exporting considerable quan- 
tities of grain to England if the duty were reduced. He told 
the House that Australia v iev\ ed the 5s. tax on its wheat as 
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unjust and indefensible, and warned the Government that 
it was unwise to arouse a sense of injustice in distant colo- 
nies. He said: 

Up to last year Australian wool had a protection in the British 
market of id. per pound as against foreign wool. You took that 
protection off last year, in accordance with the principle of sound 
poliq' and scientific legislation. The Australians lost their mo- 
nopoly. They never complained of it. But they do complain, 
loudly and indignantly complain, that whatever turn you take 
they are always sacrificed to your policy. You remove the duty 
from European wool, and tell the Australian farmer that the 
proceeding is required by the principles of free trade; and then 
you insist on charging a duty of twenty per cent upon his com, 
and justify your conduct on the principle of protection and 
monopoly. What are the people of our colonies to think of the 
justice and consistency of the British Government? . , . The 
right Hon. Baronet [Peel] may probably observe, by and by, a 
‘cloud’ rising in the southern horizon. Do not complain if it be 
so. You have taught the people of Australia how to ensure atten- 
tion to their demands; you may some day reap the harvest of 
your act. <: 

Notwithstanding the evident justice of the Australian de- 
mand, the motion was negatived by a vote of 147 to 93.** 
The disastrous failure of the Irish potato crop in 1845 
gTeatly strengthened, as is well known, the movement for 
the repeal of the corn laws. In November the ^Vhig leader. 
Lord John Russell, came out in favor of repeal, and in Janu- 
ary 1846 Peel began one of the greatest of all parliamentary 
battles.' The majority of his party looked upon his conver- 
sion to free-trade principles as a betrayal and a breach of 
honor, but he could count on Whig and Radical support. 
Peel proposed to admit all foreign grain at the nominal 
duty of is, per quarter after 1 February 1849, until which 
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date temporary duties were to be arranged on a new sliding 
scale. Colonial grain was to be admitted at once at the one- 
shilling duty.** His plan, therefore, contemplated the aboli- 
tion of the colonial preference in grain at the end of three 
years. 4 ’ 

The preferential feature of the com laws, as has been said, 
had been merely incidental; the taxes on grain had not been 
designed, like the sugar duties, primarily to protect colonial 
interests. It is not strange, therefore, that in the debates on 
Peel's great measure comparatively little was said about the 
colonies or the preferential system. A few members, how- 
ever, chiefly among the opponents of the bill, did dwell 
upon its imperial aspects. 

The argument that free trade would destroy the colonial 
system and lead to the dissolution of the Empire was pre- 
sented most effectively by Lord Stanley (afterwards Lord 
Derby) He had held the office of Colonial Secretary in Peel’s 
Ministry, but had resigned because he could not agree with 
his chief on the repeal of the com laws. 'Destroy this princi- 
ple of protection,’ he said, 'and 1 tell you in this place that 
you destroy the whole basis upon which your colonial sys- 
tem rests.’ 48 Dissentient peers protested that the com bill 
would tend to 'sap the foundations of that colonial system, 
to which, commercially and politically, this country owes 
much of its present greatness.’ 47 

It was suggested that if the experiment of free trade was 
to be made, it should have been tried first with the colonies, 
by extending to all of them the principles of the Canada 
Corn Law, and preserving colonial preference. Sir Howard 
Douglas, formerly a colonial governor, and one of the mem- 
bers of Parliament most conversant with colonial questions. 
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enlarged upon the advantages of complete free trade be- 
tween the United Kingdom and the colonies, with protection 
against foreign countries. He would have been glad to see 
the commercial organization of the Empire take the form of 
an imperial zollverein 4S 

It was asserted with much force by opponents of the bill 
that it broke faith with Canada, that it would injure that 
colony severely, and very likely drive it to annexation with 
the United States. ‘You are going to break the promises held 
out to Canada/ said Lord Stanley, referring to the act of 
1843. ‘I will say nothing of the shock you will give to the 
loyalty of the people . . . You are doing your utmost to irri- 
tate them by the breach of your engagement . . . political 
independence may follow closely upon commercial inde- 
pendence/ 49 In the debate on the third reading of the bill 
in the House of Commons, Lord George Bentinck, the 
leader of the protectionist Conservatives, referred to dis- 
quieting news from Canada and urged that further action 
be postponed till full information respecting conditions 
there had been received. The Assembly of the province, it 
was known, had gone on record as opposed to the new com- 
mercial policy of the British Government. 50 

Peel did not propose to alter the preference enjoyed by 
British goods in the colonies, but it was not difficult to show 
that justice required that this should be done. To quote 
Lord Stanley again: 

1 presume that if you deprive the Colonies of all the protection 
they now enjoy, you intend to repeal that Act of Parliament 
which compels the Colonies to impose a differential duty in fa- 
vour of your produce. I can conceive no grosser injustice than 
your refusal to do that . . . Protection is mutual— free trade 
must be mutual also. 51 
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Soon after Peel's resignation, as we shall see, an act was 
passed empowering the Queen to assent to acts of colonial 
legislatures to abolish the differential duties in the colonies 
in favor of Great Britain. 

The members of Parliament who supported Peel touched 
but lightly upon the imperial aspects of his bill. No doubt 
those of them who privately hailed it as the first step toward 
the dissolution of the Empire deemed it prudent not to make 
public their opinions and hopes. Others, however, under- 
took to refute the charge that it was based upon anti-im- 
perial principles. The Prime Minister himself tried to show 
that it did not involve the abandonment of preference and 
would not result in the loss of the colonies. He insisted that 
discriminating duties would still be left in favor of many 
articles of colonial production. ‘Your colonial relations,* he 
said, 'are perfectly compatible with the just and cautious ap- 
plication of a liberal policy in the commercial intercourse 
between the mother country and its dependencies.’ 51 Lord 
John Russell remarked that differential duties did not cre- 
ate the only tie between colony and mother country, and 
said there was no reason to anticipate the dissolution of the 
Empire. 55 Earl Grey (formerly Lord Howick) went so far as 
to assert that free trade would actually strengthen the im- 
perial tie. His conception of empire, however, was radically 
different from that associated with the old colonial system. 84 
What he looked forward to was a co-operative alliance be- 
tween self-governing colonies and the mother country. He 
anticipated those later free-trade 'imperialists who have in- 
sisted that free trade was essential to the preservation of the 
Empire. 55 

Peel’s com bill became law on 26 June 1 846, and the pref- 
erence to colonial grain was thereby put in process of speedy 
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extinction. 5 ® On the same day a tariff bill received the royal 
assent. 47 By exempting from duty a large number of imports, 
including vegetables, meats, and domestic animals, it abol- 
ished many differential duties in favor of the colonies. Prac- 
tically speaking, however, it affected the preferential system 
principally with respect to timber. In 1821, as explained in 
the preceding chapter, the duty on foreign timber was re- 
duced to 55s., and a tax of tos. was levied upon colonial 
timber. 58 In 1841 the Whig Government proposed to reduce 
the colonial preference by lowering the foreign and raising 
the colonial duty, but it did not survive to carry the meas- 
ure. In his financial statement of 1842, Peel proposed to re- 
duce duties on foreign lumber for the benefit of British con- 
sumers, but insisted that it must be done in such a way as 
not to injure the lumber industry of the British North 
American colonies. 8 * He proposed, accordingly, to reduce 
the foreign duty from 55s. to 25s. and at the same time 
virtually to abolish the tax on colonial timber. Despite the 
opposition of the Canadian lumber interests he persisted in 
his policy, expressing the conviction that they could con- 
tinue to compete successfully in the British market with 
Baltic timber.® 0 The tariff of 1842 towered the duty on for- 
eign timber immediately to 30s., and after 1843 to 25s., while 
on colonial timber it retained a mere nominal tax of is.* 1 
Thus 24s. became the amount of die differential duty in 
favor of the colonial product. 

The tariff of 1846 materially reduced this preference, pro- 
riding for the reduction of the tax on foreign timber to 15s. 
after 1847. The Canadian lumber interests at once took 
alarm, and their case was pleaded, though unsuccessfully, 
in Parliament. One member said that if this measure was 
carried, Canada might as well be presented to the United 
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States. *It would appear,' he added, 'that Ministers were 
actuated almost by hostile feelings towards our colonies.' 
Lord George Bentinck warned the House not to tamper 
with Canada’s attachment to the mother country.* 1 Several 
protectionists, pointing out the importance of the North 
American lumber trade to British shipping, predicted seri- 
ous injury to the latter from the Government’s measure. 

The gloomy forebodings of men like Lord Stanley and 
Lord George Bcntinck were by no means fantastic The Ca- 
nadian press teemed with protests against the repeal of the 
com laws and the reduction of the timber duties; local 
boards of trade remonstrated; threats of separation from the 
Empire and annexation to the United States were freely and 
openly made.* 4 Lord Elgin, who arrived in Canada at this 
crisis as Governor General, wrote that among the commer- 
cial classes in the colony the conviction was almost universal 
that it had better be annexed to the United States.* 5 In his 
opinion, however, the proper solution of the Canadian prob- 
lem was not a restoration of the old system, but a further 
development of free trade by the repeal of the navigation 
laws and the extension of commercial intercourse with the 
United States. But even free-traders admitted that the com- 
mercial legislation that has been described entailed grievous 
wrong upon Canada. 

'When Peel left office in 1846, many colonial products 
were still favored by discriminating duties in the British 
tariff, among the more important being sugar, molasses, 
spirit*, rice, and lumber; and many British products, espe- 
cially manufactured articles, continued to receive preferen- 
tial treatment in the colonies by act of Parliament.** Never- 
theless, the commercial principles upon which Peel acted 
were ultimately fatal to the whole system of protection, of 
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which preference was a part; and one after another the re- 
maining; protective duties were removed until presently the 
triumph of free trade was complete. 

Sugar was by far the most important commercial product 
of the British colonies, and the English sugar duties, afford- 
ing the colonies, as they did, a virtual monopoly of the Eng- 
lish market, may be said to have formed the keystone in the 
arch of imperial preference.® 7 When Lord John Russell, the 
leader of the Liberal party, succeeded Peel as prime min- 
ister, in July 1846, colonial sugar was admitted to the United 
Kingdom at a duty of 14s. per hundredweight, and foreign 
sugar produced by free labor at 23s., while slave-grown sugar 
was excluded by the prohibitory tax of 63s.® 1 This exclusion 
was defended not only on the score of protecting colonial 
interests, but on grounds of justice and humamtarianism 
as well. Since Parliament had abolished slavery throughout 
the Empire to the grave discomfiture of the West India sugar 
planters, it seemed but a measure of justice that it should 
assure them protection in the British market from the com- 
petition of sugar produced by slave labor. Moreover, it was 
contended with much plausibility that the admission of the 
slave-grown product would increase the demand for slaves 
in foreign sugar-growing countries, and thus give a renewed 
impetus to the slave trade, which Great Britain had done so 
much to put down. Peel, anxious as he had been to abolish 
prohibitory duties and to cheapen food in England, had 
never contemplated the admission of slave-grown sugar.®’ 
Within a month of his accession to power Lord John Rus- 
sell, to the dismay of the sugar interests and to the moral 
indignation of anti-slavery philanthropists, announced a 
plan for the readjustment of the sugar duties upon a new 
and permanent basis. He proposed to retain the 145. duty 
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on colonial sugar, but to admit all foreign sugar, whether 
the produce of free or of slave labor, at 21s., and to reduce 
this latter tax annually until it reached 14s., when the differ- 
ential in favor of the colonies would disappear/ 0 The sugar 
interests had not stood by the agrarians in the recent contest 
over the com laws, and now in their own hour of peril had 
no claim to the gratitude of the landed interests. The latter, 
however, had not yet given up hope that the free-trade move- 
ment would be checked, and protection restored to British 
agriculture. Accordingly when the Prime Minister set forth 
his plan for the settlement of the sugar duties, their leader 
in the House of Commons, Lord George Bentinck, an- 
nounced that they would stand by the sugar planters. ‘My 
Friends around me,’ he said, ‘are determined to support the 
East and West India interests. They are resolved to support 
British capital wherever they find it invested.’” The pro- 
tectionists believed that in urging the admission of slave- 
grown sugar, free trade was exposing its most vulnerable 
spot, for upon that issue it would antagonize the anti slavery 
philanthropists, many of whom on commercial grounds were 
free-traders. Throughout the debates on the sugar duties 
they were able to buttress their cause with the moral sanc- 
tion of humanitarian ism. 72 On the other hand, the Govern- 
ment, which depended for its parliamentary majority upon 
the free-trade conservatives, was supported by most of that 
group. Peel himself, though still opposed on principle to the 
admission of slave-grown sugar, voted with the ministers be- 
cause he was unwilling to drive them from power by com- 
bining with the protectionists/* 

Bentinck opened the attack upon the Government by 
offering a resolution against the proposed alteration of the 
sugar duties on the ground that it would 'tend to check the 
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advance of production by British free labor, and to give a 
great additional stimulus to the slave trade/ T ‘ A debate ex- 
tending over two evenings resulted in a victory for minis- 
terialists and Peelites over protectionists and humanitarians 
by a vote of 265 to 135.” The arguments, so far as they re- 
lated to preference and the imperial system, may be sum- 
marized briefly. 

The protectionists insisted that the measure was unneces- 
sary because a supply of sugar adequate to the needs of 
British consumption could be secured without admitting 
the slave-grown product or abandoning the colonial prefer- 
ence. They ridiculed predictions of a sugar famine. Any de- 
ficiency in the West India supply, they asserted, could be 
more than made good from the East Indies and Mauritius, 
and production in the West Indies would revive if the 
planters were assured a sufficient supply of labor/* Russell’s 
plan, they reiterated, would ruin the British West Indies, for 
wage-paid labor could not compete on even terms with slave 
labor in the production of sugar/ 7 One champion of West 
India interests assured the House that half the plantations 
in Jamaica would be thrown out of cultivation if the Gov- 
ernment’s measure were carried/* It was freely predicted, 
moreover, that it would destroy the imperial system and 
lead to the dissolution of the Empire/* According to Lord 
Ashburton, whose words well expressed the rationale of the 
old colonial system: 

The principle advocated . . . would involve the loss of the colo- 
nies. What was the object of colonies at all? There might be parts 
of the globe, like Malta and Gibraltar, which were kept as 
points for armaments, or as places of refuge for our naval forces, 
but all other colonies were preserved for benefit of trading with 
them, and for the advantage of having a privileged trade with 
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them. The system of reciprocal protection was the system of 
colonies; and they would cease to be of any value the moment 
we deprived them entirely of the system of protection. 80 

Dissentient peers gave as one of their reasons for opposing 
the bill that it ‘might occasion such distress and discontent 
as would ultimately lead to the separation of those very im- 
portant Colonies, which, when deprived of the protection 
that is justly due to them, might also lose their allegiance .' 81 
Lord Stanley, the leader of the protectionists in the House 
of Lords, pointed out that the charge of monopoly hurled 
by the free-traders at the sugar planters could be justified 
only by a very loose use of that term, since the protection 
they sought to retain was compatible with the freest com- 
petition between the sugar-growing colonies of the West and 
East Indies and Mauritius.** He also remarked that a meas- 
ure which retained a tax on sugar of 14s., or about 50 per 
cent ad valorem, was far from complete free trade. 88 

The ministers and their supporters, on the other hand, 
insisted that the admission of slave -grown sugar was neces- 
sary in order to lower the price of sugar for the benefit of 
the working classes at home. 84 Protection as a system of com- 
merce, they triumphantly proclaimed, was doomed. They 
admitted that the abolition of differential duties struck at 
the foundations of the old colonial system, but the time had 
come, they urged, for a new and better colonial system. In 
words that now sound prophetic, Russell voiced this 
opinion; 

You must adopt an altered, and, as I think, an improved policy. 
It was the habit of this country ... to provide that they should 
have a monopoly of the commerce and productions of the colo- 
nists; and that the colonists should be obliged to take, exclu- 
sively, the produce and the manufactures of the mother conn- 
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try . . . The colonists, I think, derive great advantage from be* 
jng connected with this country . . . and this Empire has an. 
immense advantage also in the loyalty, the strength, and the 
assistance of the colonists. But these colonists must not hereafter 
exist on the limited and restricted system of former days; that 
must be acknowledged to be erroneous, and other principles 
must prevail. I believe that both the mother country and the 
colonists will flourish all the more for the abolition of useless 
restrictions, and that after some period of murmuring, perhaps 
some passing cloud of discontent, we shall acknowledge both in 
this country and in the magnificent possessions belonging to us, 
that we have been heretofore mistaken in following the former 
policy of restriction, and that the affection felt reciprocally will 
be all the stronger when neither party is subject to any restric- 
tions imposed by the other.** 

The manufacturers’ argument that the admission of slave- 
grown sugar would enlarge their foreign markets was, of 
course, not overlooked in a Parliament in which they were 
so largely represented.** Russell’s bill became law in August 
1846. It gave the British sugar planters five years in which 
to prepare for the eventual equalization of duties and the 
abolition of the preference which they had enjoyed ever 
since the seventeenth century.* 7 
Acute distress in the sugar colonies, especially in the West 
Indies, forced the Government to consider measures for 
their relief. Free-traders were inclined to ascribe their con- 
dition, to some extent at least, to the great commercial and 
financial crisis of 184 7, while protectionists insisted that it 
was to be explained solely by the recent changes in the sugar 
duties.** Whatever its precise causes, there could be no doubt 
of its extent and severity, which was revealed by the failures 
of the great sugar houses in England, and by numerous peti- 
tions from the West India interests praying Parliament for 
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relief. In February 1848, upon motion of Lord George 
Bentinck, a select committee of the House of Commons was 
appointed to inquire into conditions affecting the sugar and 
coffee interests, and to consider what measures could be 
adopted for their relief.*' Bentinck, who had been labori- 
ously acquiring all available information respecting the 
effects of the act of 1846 upon British commerce and indus- 
try, as well as upon the West Indies, was appointed its chair- 
man, in which capacity he displayed great zeal and energy. 
He personally expressed the hope that Parliament would be 
induced to restore protection to colonial sugar, but the ma- 
jority of the members of the committee were reckoned as 
free-traders." The committee came to the conclusion that 
the sugar colonies should be afforded immediate relief, but 
that the existing distress could not be attributed solely to 
recent events. One of its principal causes was the lack of an 
adequate supply of free labor in the West Indies, for which 
no provision had been made when the slaves were emanci- 
pated. The ultimate prosperity of the sugar colonies, so the 
committee reported, depended upon their means of success- 
ful competition with foreign producers, and not upon per- 
manent protection against them. It recommended a differen- 
tial duty of ioj. in favor of colonial sugar, to last for a period 
of six years, ‘being of opinion that the temporary encour- 
agement would have the effect of preventing the immediate 
and otherwise inevitable abandonment of the majority of 
the estates, and secure time for bringing into operation the 
intended measures of relief.’ ,l 

The committee presented its report on 29 May 1848, and 
on 16 June the Prime Minister announced his plan for West 
India relief. He refused to abandon the principle of the act 
of 184G, but was prepared to modify its provisions so as to 
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postpone for a few years the date for the equalization of 
duties. 92 A new act, deferring it to 1854, was accordingly 
passed. It provided for the annual reduction of the duty on 
colonial sugar until 1851, when it would reach ios., where 
it was to remain fixed. Upon foreign sugar the tax was to be 
lowered annually until 1854, when it, too, would reach tor., 
and the colonial preference would be extinguished. 92 As the 
day for the termination of their protection drew near, the 
West India interests petitioned for its continuance, but in 
his budget speech as Chancellor of the Exchequer in April 
1853, Gladstone bluntly served notice on them that it was 
‘entirely impossible for the Government to hold out the 
smallest hope that their recommendation can be adopted.’ 94 
After 1854 no discrimination was made in the British cus- 
toms between foreign and colonial sugar. The bulwark of 
colonial preference had fallen before the assaults of free 
trade. 

In 1851 another colonial preference of some importance 
was abolished. Prior to that year there had been a differen- 
tial of 2d. a pound in favor of colonial coffee, with the duties 
at 4d.‘ and 6d. on colonial and foreign coffee respectively. 
With that degree of protection the quantity of colonial 
coffee entered for home consumption in the United King- 
dom had risen from 23,720,000 pounds in 1846 to 28,832,- 
000 in 1850, while, during the same period, the importation 
of foreign coffee had fallen by more than 10,000,000 pounds. 
In fact, during the year 1850, the gross importation of colo- 
nial coffee exceeded the total quantity of coffee, foreign and 
colonial combined, that was entered for home consump- 
tion.™ This fact was regarded by the Government as afford- 
ing convincing proof that the differential duty was operating 
to restrict unduly the importation of foreign coffee to the 
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disadvantage of the British consumer, and that it was no 
longer needed to protect the colonial planter. Ceylon was 
the only British possession deeply affected by the proposal 
to abolish this preference, since coffee planting had almost 
come to an end in the British West Indies. It was asserted 
in the House of Commons that Ceylon could not compete 
in the British market on even terms with the slave-grown 
coffee of Brazil, but the Government’s measure was carried, 
and a uniform duty of 3d. was levied upon colonial and for- 
eign coffee alike.*' 


The British Government could not equitably insist upon 
maintaining the British preferences in the colonies when it 
was abolishing colonial preferences in Britain, and when 
Lord John Russell explained his plan for the readjustment 
of the sugar duties in 1846, he announced that he intended 
to bring in a bill to permit the colonies to abolish the exist- 
ing protective duties in favor of British produce to which 
they were subject. It was unfair, he said, not to permit the 
colonists, as well as the people of England, to buy in the 
cheapest market.’ 7 Since these duties in the colonies had 
been imposed by the Imperial Parliament, they could, of 
course, be removed only by virtue of the same authority. 
Accordingly, late in the session of 1846, and in a thinly 
attended House of Commons, a bill was introduced, which 
applied to the British colonies in America and to Mauritius 
—and these were the only colonies to which the parlia- 
mentary duties extended— empowering the queen by order 
in council to give her assent to acts of colonial legislatures 
reducing or repealing •protective duties imposed upon their 
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imports from foreign countries by the Imperial Parliament; 
it provided that such colonial acts should go into operation 
when the royal assent thereto had been proclaimed in the 
colony, precisely as if the change had been made directly 
by the Imperial Parliament. This very important bill passed 
the House of Commons by a vote of 47 to 8.” Its opponents, 
though negligible in number, did not fail to attack it with 
vigor, and to show that it involved the repudiation of an 
essential principle of the imperial system. Bentinck said: 

The effect of this bill would be to take away the monopoly that, 
up to the present time, the manufactures and produce of Great 
Britain had enjoyed in the British Colonies. It would also alto- 
gether overturn the colonial system of this country, which has 
consisted in defraying colonial expenses by the monopoly of trade 
which her subjects had enjoyed with the colonies. If the present 
Bill passed, the first act of the British colonial legislatures would 
be to do away with all differential duties." 

Sir Howard Douglas, formerly governor of New Brunswick, 
and one of the members of the House most interested in im- 
perial questions, declared that the bill was 

a more immediate and portentous confirmation of his apprehen- 
sions of the gradual subversion of the colonial system, than he 
could have expected . . . He had observed on a former occa- 
sion, that having converted the Colonies into commercial inde- 
pendence by allowing them to regulate their own commercial 
affairs ... it would be a question of time, and of money, how 
long political connexion would survive commercial independ- 
ence . 100 

Even among those members who were in favor of abolish- 
ing British preference in the colonies there was a disposition 
to find fault with the bill on the ground that it would lead 
to commercial confusion within the Empire. Changes in the 
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colonial customs, some of them thought, ought to be made 
directly and uniformly by the Imperial Parliament, not sep- 
arately by the several colonial legislatures. They argued that 
to confer upon the latter the power to tamper with imperial 
statutes might prove a dangerous precedent . 101 The Govern- 
ment and its followers expressed the hope that all the colo- 
nies would seize the opportunity offered them to sweep 
away protective duties and adopt the new commercial prin- 
ciple of free trade. But the colonies were not compelled to 
do this, and it could not be denied that the bill might result 
in disunity in the commercial policy of the Empire. 

The intent of the law was not to confer full commercial 
autonomy upon the colonies. It enabled them to repeal or 
reduce existing imperial duties, but it gave them no 
authority to impose protective duties upon British goods, 
or even new protective duties upon foreign goods. The 
Prime Minister explicitly stated that ‘the whole power which 
they gave the colonies was to repeal duties already existing; 
they did not give them any power of enacting differential 
duties, or of imposing duties on British goods, which they 
did not at present possess .' 101 The Colonial Secretary, Earl 
Grey, was equally emphatic on this point. He ‘hoped it 
would not be supposed that, by passing this Bill, they aban- 
doned the right and authority which Parliament always pos- 
sessed, of regulating the general trade of the colonies and 
the mother country, in the manner most conducive to the 
welfare and prosperity of the Empire.’ 10 ’ And many years 
later, in his old age, the veteran free-trader wrote: 

When the system of Free Trade was adopted no question had 
ever been raised as to its being right to maintain this authority 
of Parliament (though on some occasions the wisdom with which 
it was exercised was disputed), nor was it imagined by any one 



THE FALL OF THE PREFERENTIAL SYSTEM lGl 

that it was to be relinquished because the new policy of reliev- 
ing trade from injurious restrictions was to be adopted. It was, 
on the contrary, assumed by all parties as a matter of course 
that the commercial policy of the Empire would continue to 
regulate as heretofore all measures relating to the trade of the 
Colonies. 104 

For several years after 1846, the governors of those colonies 
which possessed representative legislatures were instructed to 
withhold their assent to bills imposing differential duties. 10 * 
By the Australian Colonies Constitution Act oE 1850 the 
colonies of Australia, though authorized to levy duties upon 
imports, both foreign and British, were expressly forbidden 
to impose differential duties. 10 ® It was not until 1873 that 
they were finally permitted to do so, and then only in order 
that they might remit duties upon each others products. 107 

The colonies to which the act of 1846 applied were not 
slow to avail themselves of the permission it gave them. Late 
in 1846 Earl Grey wrote to Lord Elgin, recently appointed 
Governor General of Canada: 

• . . it is of the utmost importance that the Provincial Legisla- 
tures should strenuously co-operate -with the Imperial Parlia- 
ment. So far as the repeal of the differential duties hitherto im- 
posed upon Imports into the Colonies from Foreign Countries, 
for the purpose of favoring the British producer, I can have no 
doubt that the Colonial Legislatures will gladly avail themselves 
of the power conferred upon them, by at once putting an end 
to these duties . 108 

In the following June, Elgin brought the subject to the 
attention of the Canadian legislature, 109 which proceeded to 
pass a new provincial tariff. This repealed all imperial duties 
m Canada and abolished the distinction in taxation between 
British and foreign goods. 110 Similar action was taken by the 
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legislatures of other colonies, 1 * 1 and within a few years 
British preference in the colonies was a thing of the past. 


In 1853 Disraeli, who had succeeded to the leadership of 
the Conservative party in the House of Commons left vacant 
by the death of Lord George Bentinck, described all that 
then remained of the protective system as its ‘rags and tat- 
ters,' and urged that the principles of free trade be carried 
out to their full extent.*’ 1 The ‘rags and tatters’ were dis- 
posed of by the tariff acts of 1853 and 18G0, and with them 
disappeared the last vestiges of the preferential system. 

In his first budget speech as Chancellor of the Exchequer, 
in 1853, Gladstone laid down as one of the general rules for 
tariff revision the abolition of colonial preference wherever 
possible. He said: 

We propose in many instances, where there are at present differ- 
ential duties in favor of Bririjh possessions, to merge those dif- 
ferential duties altogether by lowering the foreign articles to the 
lesel of the colonial; but where we are not able to lower the 
foreign articles to the lescl of the colonial we have not thought 
it would be considerate in any case to raise the duty on the 
colonial article. 11 * 

The tariff of 1853 abolished differential duties in favor of 
the colonies on rice, soap, starch, hams, and manufactures 
of fur, skin, stool, and cotton. It left them upon the follow- 
ing articles only: timber, tallow, butter, cheese, eggs, apples, 
ginger, licorice, caraway seed, wine, spirits, and manufac- 
tures of silk.* 14 On other goods the colonies enjoyed no pref- 
erence. 
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It was the famous tariff of i860, the last great reform of 
the British customs effected by free trade, that finally extin- 
guished colonial preference. 119 Though it grew out of the 
Cobden Treaty, which had been negotiated with France 
earlier in the same year, this tariff granted no exclusive com- 
mercial privileges to that country; the changes it made in the 
customs applied to all nations. 11 * Nor were they confined to 
the articles involved in the French treaty. 

Of the few remaining differential duties which this act 
abolished, the most important without doubt were those on 
timber. 111 Ever since 1842 colonial timber had been ad- 
mitted at a nominal tax of is. per load of 50 cubic feet. The 
duty on foreign timber had been lowered by successive tariffs 
to 7 s. 6 d.j where it stood in i860. The Government now de- 
termined to abolish the colonial preference by reducing the 
foreign duty to one shilling. As on earlier occasions, the 
British North American timber interests protested vocifer- 
ously, though in vain. 

The funeral oration of imperial preference was pro- 
nounced in Parliament by Judge Haliburton, a Nova Scotian 
by birth, and a vigorous opponent of those forces that were 
relaxing the bonds of empire. 1 ' 8 In opposing the equaliza- 
tion of the timber duties, he said: 

In former days it was the policy of this country to nurture its 
colonies ... the toast drunk on all occasions was ‘Ships, colo- 
nies, and commerce' . . . now it was ‘cotton twist and cotton 
yam’ ... In those good old days it was thought necessary to 
cultivate the Colonies, and, on this principle, that those who 
begot children were bound to protect and support them 
every encouragement was given to that forest country to furnish 
supplies of timber to England at a period when the North of 
Europe, the only other place that England could get timber from, 
was . . . closed to this country . . . The matter was one of great 
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injustice, not with respect to the few shillings a ton, but on the 
tenure of our Colonies ... He could tell them, from his knowl- 
edge of the people of North America, that this measure was cut- 
ting the first strand of the cable which connected these provinces 
with this country. 118 

But to those who predicted irretrievable disaster to the Em- 
pire from the abolition of the timber preference, Gladstone 
was adamant. He said: 

1 have so often received the most solemn warnings that in con- 
sequence of the reduction of the differential duties on foreign 
timber total and absolute ruin was about to fall on the Colonies 
of British North America, which are now more flourishing than 
ever, that it is natural I should have become utterly impervious, 
and that these threats should not find entrance into my mind. 1 *® 

Free trade could not fail to destroy the old British impe- 
rial system, based as it had been upon mercantilist and pro- 
tectionist principles. Its triumph involved not only the abo- 
lition of commercial preference within the Empire, and the 
repeal of the navigation laws, which took, place in 1849 and 
will be dealt with in the following chapter, but also the 
withdrawal from the colonies of military forces previously 
maintained at the expense of the mother country for their 
defense and police, and the concession to them of wider 
powers of self-government. Writing in 1853, Earl Grey sug- 
gested the relation of free trade to colonial administration 
and defense: 

While it was our policy to maintain a monopoly of the trade of 
the Colonics, it was necessary for the Home Government to exer- 
cise a considerable control over their internal administration, 
because otherwise this monopoly would certainly have been 
evaded; . . , the abandonment of that system has removed the 
necessity for this interference ... I think it will follow, that 
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•when this country no longer attempts either to levy a commer- 
cial tribute from the Colonies by a system of restriction, nor to 
interfere needlessly in their internal affairs, it has a right to 
expect that they should take upon themselves a larger propor- 
tion than heretofore of the expenses incurred for their advan- 
tage . 1 * 1 

Many of the apostles of the new commercial dispensation, 
accustomed as they were to identify the Empire with the old 
imperial system, held, and not unnaturally, that the repudi- 
ation of the latter involved ultimately the dissolution of the 
former. Why, they asked, should Great Britain continue to 
bear the burdens incident to the possession of colonies, when 
she derived from them no countervailing benefits? Nor could 
those who believed that the old system had been sound take 
much interest in colonies, now that the principles underly- 
ing the system had been discarded. In the colonies, too, men 
began to calculate what benefits they enjoyed by remaining 
in the Empire and whether these were worth the price of 
continued political subordination to the mother country. So 
widespread was the anti-imperial sentiment of the day that 
Earl Grey, in his book on colonial policy, felt it necessary 
to explain the grounds for his ‘dissent from the views of 
those who wish to dismember the British Empire by aban- 
doning the Colonies.’ 

Free trade, it must be admitted, came near to dissolving 
the British Empire. But it also made possible in time the 
conception of a new type of empire, in which colonies were 
to be viewed rather as allies and partners, free to regulate 
their own affairs to suit themselves, than as dependencies. 
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THE END OF THE OLD NAVIGATION SYSTEM 


The ‘logic* of free trade called for the abolition of protec- 
tion ail around, protection of shipping as well as of agricul- 
ture and manufactures. ‘I am glad to see y* bold measure 
on the Navigation Laws . . . You cannot halt between two 
opinions. Free trade in all things ot general Protection.’ So 
Lord Elgin wrote to Lord Gres .* but reform docs not neces- 
saril\ follow a logical pattern, and down to the end of the 
Peel Ministry the foes of protection in Britain, while enlarg- 
ing upon the iniquities of the corn laics, had little to say in 
criticism of the navigation laws.* There was good historical 
precedent for this. The British free-trade movement had 
from the outset made an exception in favoT of British ship- 
ping and conceded to it a privileged position. The defense 
ot the island realm depended upon sea power, sea power 
depended upon a national mercantile marine. British-built, 
Bnush-owned. and British-manned, and the mercantile ma- 
rine depended— so n was generally tal.cn for granted— upon 
the protection given to British shipping by the navigation 
laws. The great increase in British tonnage since the middle 
of the seventeenth century was popularly attributed to those 
laws.* and if this was an instance of post hoc ergo pivptcr 
hoc reasoning, as some of the nineteenth -century opponents 
of the old system argued, their criticism made no wide ap- 
peal. 'The Father of Free Trade’ himself had spoken words 
that quickly became classic m eulogy of the Navigation Act 
of 1660, which in his day had long been venerated as the 
i65 
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palladium of British security and cherished as almost a 
fortieth article of the national faith: 

The defence of Great Britain . . . depends very much upon the 
number of its sailors and shipping. The act of navigation, there- 
fore, very properly endeavours to give the sailors and shipping 
of Great Britain, the monopoly of the trade of their own coun- 
try, in some cases by absolute prohibitions and in others by 
heavy burdens upon the shipping of foreign countries . . . The 
act of navigation is not favourable to foreign commerce, or to 
the growth of that opulence which can arise from it ... As 
defence, however, is of much more importance than opulence, 
the act of navigation is, perhaps, the wisest of all the commercial 
regulations of England.* 

It is true, as we have seen, that the old British navigation 
system was modified in important respects by legislation 
passed by Parliament in the i82o’s and ensuing reciprocity 
treaties, but when Peel left office in 1846 British shipping 
still possessed a legal monopoly of very important branches 
of British trade and a virtual monopoly of others. The navi- 
gation system, if such it can be called, was a product of his- 
tory, distinctly not a work of art. In this it resembled other 
historical complexes to which the name of 'system' has been 
given, the feudal system, for example. The mass of regula- 
tions of which it consisted became exceedingly intricate, 
they were never codified, and by no means all of them could 
be found in the statutes known as navigation acts. These 
latter were supplemented and qualified by provisions of 
other acts (acts relating to the registration of British vessels 
and British seamen, to the regulation of the customs, to 
tonnage duties, to the trade of the British colonial posses- 
sions, etc.), orders in council, and treaties, and the whole 
unwieldy jumble exemplified the maxim that there is no 
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rule without an exception. A witness who gave evidence 
before a parliamentary committee in 1848 admitted that he 
did not understand the navigation laws and added that there 
were very few persons who did understand them.* In the 
last days of the old system a critic asserted that it was com- 
prehended only by ‘a few official persons and a few inquirers 
in political economy,’ and a modem scholar has questioned 
whether officials deserved this compliment: 'Foreign secre- 
taries, diplomatic agents, presidents and secretaries of the 
board of trade, even queen's advocates, were very fallible 
when the tangled mass of law and treaty had to be inter- 
preted.’ • Any brief discussion of the old system that aspires 
to be intelligible can scarcely avoid erring historically on the 
side of over-simplification. 

In 1845 Parliament passed a navigation act , 1 the last, as it 
turned out, in the long series of statutes for the encourage- 
ment of English shipping that began in the fourteenth cen- 
tury. It was a consolidating act and introduced no new prin- 
ciples of policy. It went through both houses of Parliament 
without debate; no free-trade voices were raised in opposi- 
tion. An attempt will be made to state the principal pro- 
visions of the act in the following paragraphs: 

1. Various European products, specifically enumerated, 
shaJJ not be imported into the United Kingdom, for home 
consumption, except in British ships, or in ‘ships of the 
country of which the goods are the produce, or in ships of 
the country from which the goods are imported.’ The list 
includes lumber, hemp, flax, dried fruits, olive oil, grain, 
wine, and brandy. The restriction on shipping did not apply 
to European products not enumerated nor to the enumer- 
ated products if they were to be warehoused for re-exporta- 
tion. These could be imported in any ships, and there were 
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no restrictions on shipping in the case of exports from the 
United Kingdom to the Continent of Europe. 8 

2. Products of Asia, Africa, or America shall not, with 
certain exceptions, be imported into the United Kingdom, 
for home consumption, from the Continent of Europe in 
any ships, British or foreign. The object of this rule was to 
secure the long voyages from Asia, Africa, and America for 
British ships. The most important exceptions had to do with 
Asiatic and African products imported into Mediterranean 
ports of Europe; these, provided they had not been brought 
into the Mediterranean by way of the Atlantic, could be 
imported into the United Kingdom from such Mediter- 
ranean ports. Since manufactured goods were deemed to be 
products of the country in which they had been manufac- 
tured, goods manufactured in Europe could be imported 
into the United Kingdom even though the ran- materials of 
which they were made were Asiatic, African, or American- 
refined sugar and cigars, for example. 

3. Products of Asia, Africa, or America shall not, with 
certain exceptions, be imported into the United Kingdom, 
for home consumption, except in British ships or in ships 
of the country ‘of which the goods are the produce and from 
which they are imported.’ * 

4. No goods shall be exported from the United Kingdom 
to any British possession in Asia, Africa, or America, except 
in British ships. 

5. No goods shall be exported from any British possession 
in Asia, Africa, or America to any other of such possessions, 
nor from one part of any such possession to another part of 
the same, except in British ships. 

6. No goods shall be imported into any British possession 
in Asia, Africa, or America in any foreign ships except ships 
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of the country of which the goods are the produce and from 
which they are imported. This rule was qualified by the 
Possessions Act of 1845, which confined the foreign trade of 
the British possessions in America to certain designated ‘free 
ports,' and also limited the privilege of trading with British 
possessions granted to foreign ships to 

the ships of those countries which, having colonial possessions, 
shall grant the like privileges of trading with those possessions 
to British ships, or which, not having colonial possessions, shall 
place the commerce and navigation of this country, and its pos- 
sessions abroad, upon the footing of the most favored nation, 
unless Her Majesty, by Her Order in Council, shall in any case 
deem it expedient to grant the whole or any of such privileges to 
the ships of any foreign country, although the conditions afore- 
said shall not in all respects be fulfilled by such foreign country. 

No foreign country should be deemed to have fulfilled these 
conditions unless it had been declared by order in council 
to have done so. 

7 . No goods shall be carried coastwise from one part of 
the United Kingdom to another, or from any British posses- 
sion in Asia, Africa, or America to any other of such posses- 
sions, or from one part of any of such possessions to another 
part of the same, except in British ships. 

8 No ship shall be deemed to be a British ship unless 
duly registered as such, and every registered British ship 
shall be navigated by a master who is a British subject and a 
crew of which at least three-fourths are British seamen; in 
the case of ships employed in coasting voyages from one part 
of the United Kingdom to another, or in voyages between 
the United Kingdom and any of the Channel Islands or the 
Isle of Man, or from one of those islands to another, or from 
one part of any of them to another part of the same, or in 
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fishing on the coasts of the United Kingdom, or of any 
of the said islands, the entire crew shall be British seamen. 
The proportion of British seamen necessary for the legal 
navigation of British ships may be reduced by royal proc- 
lamation. Under an act for the registering of British vessels 
passed in the same year, 10 no ship could be registered as a 
British ship unless it had been built in the United Kingdom, 
the Channel Islands, the Isle of Man, some British posses- 
sion in Asia, Africa, or America, Malta, Gibraltar, or Heligo- 
land, and unless it was wholly of British ownership. 

9. If any goods be imported, exported, or carried coast- 
wise in violation of the law, such goods shall be forfeited, 
and the master of the ship shall forfeit one hundred pounds. 

It should be noted that by virtue of (3), (4), (5), and (7) 
above, British (including British colonial) shipping possessed 
a legal monopoly of trade within the Empire. It also pos- 
sessed, under (3), a virtual monopoly of importing into the 
United Kingdom, for home consumption, the products of 
non-British countries and possessions in Asia, Africa, and 
America, other than the products of the United States, since 
such countries, the United States excepted, had little or no 
shipping available for long oceanic voyages. Thus in 1843 
there were 1 18 recorded entries of vessels into the United 
Kingdom from foreign possessions in Asia, of which 117 
were British. From the United States, on the other hand, 
there were 1067 entries, of which approximately two-thirds 
were American.” 

Viewing the Navigation Act of 1845 in retrospect, we can 
see, more clearly than contemporaries, that it came toward 
the end of an era in the history of British shipping. The 
use of the steamship was growing rapidly in British naviga- 
tion, and the age of iron in shipbuilding was at hand. It is 
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important to realize, however, that by far the greater part 
of the world’s sea-borne commerce ivas still carried in 
wooden sailing vessels. ‘The bulk of trade,’ Lord Ellen* 
borough confidently asserted in 1849, ‘must always be 
earned on, not by steamers, but by sailing ships.' ** In a 
shipping return laid before the House of Commons in 1844 
steamers appear first for the year 1822.“ The registered ton- 
nage of the British Isles as of 31 December 1848 was re- 
corded as 3,249,380 for sailing vessels and 151,029 for 
steamers.’* During the 1840's there was a severe depression 
in British shipping, as in other areas of British industry. 
This was no doubt in large part a phase of a wider depres- 
sion, but the shipping interests called attention to what they 
regarded as especially unfavorable conditions in their field, 
emphasizing the modifications and relaxations of the naviga- 
tion system that had taken place in the 1820’s. Some of the 
witnesses who gave evidence before a House of Commons 
committee of inquiry on shipping in 1844 referred to the 
increase of steam navigation as a cause of the depression, on 
the ground that it had diminished the demand for sailing 
vessels. The witnesses, however, were not in agreement on 
this point, and most of them do not seem to have considered 
the development of the steamship as an important cause of 
the depression.” Steamships were used primarily for the con- 
veyance of passengers and mad, not as yet to any consider- 
able extent for the transportation of cargoes. In their con- 
struction, moreover, Britain had the lead over other coun- 
tries. 16 

In view of the approaching era of iron shipbuilding, in 
which the British were to enjoy a decisive competitive supe- 
riority over all rivals, some statements of Brodie M’Ghie 
WjIIcox, Managing Director of the Peninsular and Oriental 
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Steam Navigation Company, may seem more significant to 
us than they did to his contemporaries. Mr. Willcox was 
testifying before the committee referred to above: 

Do you employ any iron-built vessels?— We have one, and we 
are now about to build another. 

Do you contemplate making any extension of property of that 
kind?— In my opinion I think that eventually almost all steam 
vessels will be built of iron. We, of course, do not feel ourselves 
authorized to rush into experiments, being a joint-stock com- 
pany, hut still we are bound to go a little with the march of 
the time, and therefore we built that one as a trial. 

In what respect are the iron steam vessels superior to others?— 
Increased speed, from drawing less water; another thing is, that 
there is no dry rot. 

Would not those reasons apply to sailing vessels as well if 
built of iron. If steam vessels can be built of iron advantageously, 
why should not sailing vessels?— I do not know why they should 
not . . . 

What is the relative difference in expense between vessels 
built of iron and vessels built of wood?— I should say that the 
iron vessels are io to 15 per cent, less in cost . . . 

And this country can beat the rest of the world, so far as iron 
is concerned?— Decidedly. 

So that that would be an advantage to this tommy over every 
other?— A very great one. 11 

Buried in the evidence presented to a later committee of 
inquiry are the following equally interesting statements in a 
paper handed in by one of the witnesses; 

Supposing the abolition of all protection, England must al- 
ways possess a superiority in shipbuilding, owing to the greater 
cheapness with which she can build iron vessels ... if the iron 
system should be found on a fair trial to succeed (and to steamers 
the point has not been denied). Great Britain must ever possess 
the power of underselling the foreigner . . . The chief objection 
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urged against them [iron ships] is the difficult y of repairing 
them, but this difficulty decreases with the increase of civiliza- 
tion; and although iron sailing vessels are not just now on the 
increase, yet their superior qualities so far exceed their disad- 
vantages, that little doubt has been expressed of their ultimate 
success. 11 

It does not appear, however, that such prophetic state- 
ments as the foregoing made any great impression. In the 
1840's the typical merchant ship was still a wooden-built 
sailing vessel, and it was of such that both the friends and 
the foes of the navigation laws were principally thinking. 
Early experiments with iron ships as cargo-carriers do not 
seem to have been very successful, and it was not until the 
1850's that they began to be used extensively for this pur- 
pose. 1 ’ In 1847 iron ships were still so rare that no rules for 
their classification had been laid down at Lloyd’s.” 

The British mercantile marine was the largest in the 
world. According to evidence given before a House of iAjrds 
committee in 1848 the total gross tonnage of the British 
Empire in 1846 was 3,817,112, and that of the next largest 
mercantile marine, the American, was 2,562,084. Of the 
British total, 3,199,785 belonged to the United Kingdom 
and 617,327 to the colonies.” In the days of wooden-built 
merchantmen, however, Britain did not possess the decisive 
superiority over all other countries that was to be hers when 
iron supplanted wood in her shipyards. As regards money 
costs, ships ivere built more cheaply in some foreign coun- 
tries, notably in Norway, Sweden, and Prussia.” In the 
United States the cost of shipbuilding was higher than in 
those countries, though perhaps not higher than in Britain; 
but the thirties and forties of the nineteenth century were 
the golden age of the American merchant marine, and the 
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sailing packets built in the United States for the trans- 
Atlantic trade possessed the great advantage of being 
speedier than their British rivals. Nearly all the trade be- 
tween the Scandinavian countries and the United Kingdom 
was carried in ships of those countries, and in the trade be- 
tween the United States and the United Kingdom the Amer- 
ican tonnage employed was considerably more than twice 
the amount of the British. 2 * According to testimony given 
by a Liverpool shipowner in 1844, all that enabled British 
shipping to keep up at all in the trade between Liverpool 
and the United States was the use of ships built in the 
British North American colonies. 24 Detailed evidence was 
presented to the committee on shipping to show the greater 
cost of British navigation, both in regard to wages of seamen 
and provisioning, in comparison with foreign navigation. 25 
One witness suggested a connection between import duties 
and the navigation laws: 

We should not be able to compete with the foreigner till we 
made our people able to live as cheaply on shore as the foreigner 
does. So long as you have high duties on tea, sugar, and the 
articles that the sailor or the working man lays out the greatest 
portion of his earnings upon, you will not be able to compete 
with the foreigner . . . Take off the duties, and let our people 
live as cheaply as the foreigner; then I think we could compete 
(in shipping] with the foreigner . 24 

There were differences of opinion, however, regarding the 
real as distinguished from the money cost of shipbuilding in 
Britain and in foreign countries. George Richardson Porter, 
in the course of testimony given before a parliamentary com- 
mittee on the navigation laws in 1848, said: 'But with regard 
to the Cost of building Ships, I believe there is no Country 
in the World where Ships are built cheaper than they are 
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in England, taking the Quality and Duration of the Ships 
into account, the Goodness of the Materials, and the Manner 
in which they are put together.’ * T Similar opinions were fre- 
quently expressed during the debates in Parliament on the 
navigation laws in 1848 and 1849. 

It was, however, the preponderant opinion in shipping 
and naval circles that the withdrawal of protection from 
British shipping would he disastrous to the mercantile ma- 
rine and therefore to Britain's naval strength. Duncan Dun- 
bar, chairman of the General Shipowners’ Society, testifying 
in 1847, gave it as the opinion of British shipowners in gen- 
eral that the welfare of the mercantile marine depended 
upon the continuance of the navigation laws,” and there 
seems to be no reason to question that he was representing 
fairly the view prevalent in shipping circles. 


In the case of the preferential system, public opinion in 
the colonies was, generally speaking, on the side of protec- 
tionism. It was otherwise with respect to the navigation 
system. Here colonial opinion, especially Canadian opinion, 
was an important factor in bringing about the victory of 
free trade, or, at any rate, was used effectively by opponents 
of the navigation laws in Britain as an argument in favor of 
abolishing the old system. Sir Robert Peel, who, though out 
of office, took an active part in the parliamentary battle for 
the repeal of the navigation laws, placed first among the 
reasons for drastic reform of the old system the situation in 
which the colonies found themselves as a result of recent 
changes affecting their trade: 
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If I look to the position of our colonies, in consequence of the 
application of the principles of free trade to many articles of 
their produce— if I look to the fact that many European coun- 
tries have found out that they have a fair claim to insist on 
those privileges in navigation which we insist on for ourselves— 
if I look to our reciprocity treaties, and to the various compli- 
cated claims arising under them— if I look to the mutilated and 
shattered state of the navigation laws, as they now exist, I find a 
number of concurrent reasons for the conclusion that those laws 
cannot stand on their present foundation, but that we must con- 
sider them with a view to extensive change. 28 

In what follows we shall be concerned primarily with the 
imperial aspects of the controversy over the navigation laws. 

Canadian petitions and memorials against the navigation 
laws began in the summer of 1846, as soon as it had become 
clear that the preference which Canadian wheat and flour 
had enjoyed in the British market was doomed. A brief and 
necessarily superficial glance at the peculiar commercial situ- 
ation of Canada may help to make the Canadian protests 
intelligible. 

It was, and long had been, the ambition and aspiration, 
as it tras the interest, of the Canadian mercantile community 
to make the St. Lawrence the channel of trade for the entire 
region of the Great Lakes on both sides of the Canadian- 
American boundary. 30 It seemed clear to the merchants of 
Canada that nature had intended the inhabitants of this 
region to export their surplus produce and import their 
manufactured goods by way of Montreal and Quebec. 
Nature’s intentions, however, were thwarted to some extent 
by American tariffs and still more by that monument of 
Yankee enterprise, the Erie Canal. Opened in 1825, this new 
artificial waterway was soon supplying the new American 
communities in northern New York and south of Lake Erie 
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with a much greater volume of merchandise than was com- 
ing to them by the St. Lawrence route. In fact, goods trans- 
ported by the Erie Canal were finding their way in con- 
siderable quantities to the settlements in western Canada. 
In the words of Lord Durham, New York State ‘made its 
own St. Lawrence from Lake Erie to the Hudson.’ It was 
obvious that nature needed some assistance from Canadians. 

The St. Lawrence-Great Lakes waterway must be im- 
proved. The Welland Canal, connecting Lake Ontario and 
Lake Erie across Canadian territory, was fully opened by 
1832, and smaller canals were constnicted to improve navi- 
gation on the St. Lawrence above Montreal. The Welland, 
however, turned out to be more of an auxiliary than a com- 
petitor of the Erie, for much of the western produce, Ca- 
nadian as well as American, which passed through it into 
Lake Ontario found its way to the Erie by way of the 
Oswego feeder canal, which was opened in 1828. Thus in 
1 834 the Welland carried 40,634 bushels of wheat, more 
than half of it American grown, for Montreal and 224.285 
bushels for Oswego.* 1 In the 1830's the Erie route was evi- 
dently winning at the expense of the St. Lawrence, and New 
York, not Montreal, was the chief emporium of the western 
trade. 

In the early 18 jo’s, however, after the union of Upper 
and Lower Canada, the Canadian Government took in hand 
extensive improvements in the St. Lawrence-Great Lakes 
waterway, including the enlargement of the Welland and 
the construction of new canals on the St. Lawrence between 
Lake Ontario and Montreal, the Imperial Government 
having guaranteed a loan that was used for this purpose. 
Canada's improved waterway, which was completed by 1848, 
possessed distinct advantages over the Erie route. For one 



THE END OF THE OLD NAVIGATION SYSTEM 1/9 

thin", its canals were ship canals and could accommodate 
large lake vessels, which could sail all the way from Lake 
Huron to Quebec without breaking bulk, whereas the Erie 
was a barge canal, and therefore cargoes carried by lake 
vessels, if they were to be sent east by the Erie, had to be 
trans-shipped at the entrance to the canal, and there was 
sometimes another trans-shipment at the Hudson. More- 
over, the mileage from western lake ports to Montreal was 
considerably less than to New York, and the canal mileage 
and canal tolls were very much less. In consequence, trans- 
port was quicker and cheaper by the St. Lawrence route.* 1 
On the other hand, New York had a great advantage over 
Montreal in trans-Atlantic trade, an advantage that more 
than counterbalanced Montreal’s superiority in inland trans- 
port. For reasons that need not be detailed here, freight rates 
to English ports were much lower from New York than from 
Montreal.** The consequence was that in trade between the 
Great Lakes region and British ports the Erie enjoyed a com- 
petitive superiority over the St. Lawrence. 54 

Before 1846, however, this superiority had been offset to a 
considerable extent by colonial preferences in the British 
tariff and high duties in the American tariff. American 
wheat, excluded by the corn laws from the British market 
except when the price of wheat in the United Kingdom was 
very high, could be transported to Canada, ground there, 
and exported to Britain in the form of Canadian flour, pay- 
ing only the colonial preferential duty when it entered a 
British port. On the other hand, wheat grown in western 
Canada, though it could be transported via the Erie route 
to New York City and exported thence to the United King- 
dom in British ships, was subject to die American tariff 
duty when it entered United States territory in transit. In 
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1843, as was indicated in the preceding chapter, the Imperial 
Parliament conferred what was regarded as a great boon 
upon Canadian trade and agriculture. Following the impo- 
sition by the Parliament of Canada of a duty of 31. per 
quarter on American wheat imported into the province, it 
passed an act admitting Canadian wheat and wheat flour 
into the United Kingdom at merely nominal duties— wheat 
at is. per quarter, and flour at the duty levied upon the 
quantity of wheat used in its manufacture. 15 Flour milled 
in Canada was deemed to be Canadian no matter where the 
wheat had been grown. The effect of these changes in the 
British and Canadian tariffs upon wheat-growing and the 
milling industry in Canada, upon the importation of Ameri- 
can wheat into Canada, and upon the comparative fortunes 
of the St. Lawrence and the Erie rouies cannot be deter- 
mined precisely. 15 According to Canadian statistics, the mill- 
ing capacity of the province was more than doubled during 
the six years from 1842 to 1848,” and there is no doubt that 
the exceptionally favorable treatment given to Canadian 
wheat and flour by the British act of 1843 encouraged all 
those who were interested in improving the St. Lawrence 
waterway. 51 

American legislation in the interest of the Erie route 
further stimulated Canadian exertions in behalf of the St. 
Lawrence. In 1845 Congress provided for the remission of 
duties on imports into the United States if they were re- 
exported to Canada, and an act passed in the following year 
made similar provision [or drawbacks when produce im- 
ported into the United States from Canada was re-exported 
to foreign countries. These American drawback laws were 
a formidable attack on the St. Lawrence trading system, but 
it suffered an even more serious blow in the repeal of the 
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corn laws, which gave the death sentence to Canada’s wheat 
and flour preferences in the United Kingdom. The year 
1846, it has been said, 

was the black jear of the Canadian commercial system, the year 
in which the American congress opened the republic to the free 
transit of Canadian produce destined for exportation abroad. 
The most ambitious advance of the United States and the final 
withdrawal of Great Britain had come together in a disastrous 
coincidence. The British had robbed the St. Lawrence of what 
was supposedly its greatest attraction at the very moment when 
the Americans had opened wide the Erie route to the produce 
of the Canadian commercial state.** 

In 184G Canada passed into the grip of a severe depres- 
sion, which lasted for three or four years and was generally 
attributed by Canadians to the repeal of the com law’s. Lord 
Elgin, who arrived in Canada as Governor General in 1847, 
thought that those responsible for the act of 1843 were to 
blame for having given ‘a false direction to trade,’ and that 
Canadians had a valid grievance against die British Parlia- 
ment for its inconstancy of purpose. 40 In a letter to Lord 
Grey, written in November 1848, he said: 

Stanley’s Bill of 1843 attracted all the Produce of the West 
to the S* Lawrence, and fixed all the disposable capital of the 
Province in Grinding Mills, Warehouses, and forwarding estab- 
lishments— Peel’s Bill of 1846 drives die whole of this Produce 
down the Nesv York channels of communication, destroying 
the Revenue which Canada expected to derive from Canal dues, 
& ruining at once Mill owners, Forwarders, & Merchants. The 
consequence is that Private Property is unsaleable in Canada, 
and not a shilling can be raised on the credit of the Province. 4 * 

After 1849, Canadian and American wheat and flour were 
to be admitted into the United Kingdom on equal terms. 
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and unless something could be done about it, the St. Law- 
rence must finally succumb to the Erie. Only by cheapening 
the Canadian Toute could economic calamity be averted, 
and to that end a movement began in Canada in 1846 for the 
removal of restrictions on the navigation of the St. Lawrence. 

American lake craft had been allowed to use the Canadian 
canals on the same terms as Canadian boats, but under the 
navigation laws they could not carry Canadian produce to 
Montreal, the head of navigation on the St. Lawrence for 
ocean-going vessels, they could not touch at two Canadian 
ports without touching intermediately at an American port, 
and, though this was not a part of the general British navi- 
gation system, they were not permitted to navigate the St. 
Lawrence between Montreal and Quebec. 4 * Since Quebec 
was the only ‘free port’ in the province of Canada, foreign 
vessels were not permitted to ascend the St. Lawrence above 
that city, and they could not trade, of course, between Que- 
bec and the United Kingdom or other parts of the British 
Empire The Montreal Board of Trade asserted in 1846 that 
the restrictions on the navigation of the St. Lawrence vir- 
tually closed the river to American shipping. 41 

The Montreal Free Trade Association, in a petition dated 
17 July 184G, addressed to Gladstone as Secretary’ of State 
for the Colonies, made clear the inconsistency between the 
restrictions on foreign shipping in the St. Lawrence and the 
proclaimed desire of the British Government ‘that the trade 
of Canada may, in all respects, approach as nearly to perfect 
freedom as the dispositions of its inhabitants, and the exi- 
gencies of the public revenue there, may permit.’ The open- 
ing of the St. Lawrence to foreign vessels was emphasized 
as a question of paramount importance to Canada. 'That 
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river is obviously the most essential element of our power, 
and on the use we make of the natural advantage it affords 
will mainly depend our future position as a commercial 
country.' Obstacles to the use of the St. Lawrence had been 
interposed by 'the energy and enterprise of our neighbors,’ 
and the only way to surmount them was to ‘hold out every 
possible inducement to the inhabitants of the United States 
to pass their merchandize through our country.’ The peti- 
tioners professed to have no doubt that if American vessels 
were allowed the free navigation of the St. Lawrence, subject 
only to the payment of moderate canal dues, die St. Law- 
rence route could compete successfully with any other. What 
was necessary was to make it die cheapest route. As things 
were, Canada was suffering from an anomaly, the ‘removal 
of protection and prohibition of free trade.’ 44 The Montreal 
Board of Trade, in a memorial of 26 August 1846, similarly 
expressed its confidence in the future success of the St. Law- 
rence waterway if the restrictions imposed on navigation 
were removed. It asked for such a modification of the navi- 
gation laws as would leave Canadians free to employ, at their 
option, die cheapest vessels they could procure, whether 
British or foreign, and the removal of all the restrictions 
on the navigation of the St. Lawrence. 45 The Toronto Board 
of Trade, in a petition of 9 September 1 84G, indicated die 
connection between the repeal of die com laws and the cur- 
rent discontent in Canada with the navigation laws and re- 
ferred to the combination of private and public interests 
that felt themselves to be imperilled: 

Your petitioners, having carefully considered the operation of 
the said laws [the navigation laws] upon the commercial and 
agricultural interests of Canada, feel called on to state, that prior 
to the alterations in the Com Laws . . . effected in the last Ses- 
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sion of Parliament, Your Majesty’s subjects residing in Western 
Canada did not feel the disadvantages resulting to the colony 
from the monopoly of the carrying trade conferred on the owners 
of British ships by the Navigation Laws, as it was found that 
the prices of their agricultural exports generally equalled those 
which were observed to obtain in the contiguous sections of the 
neighbouring States of the republic of America, for the same 
products destined for shipment to the British market through 
the Atlantic seaports of the said States . . . The people of 
Canada now feel convinced that, deprived of that protection 
formerly extended to their products in Your Majesty's kingdom, 
by means of which the heavy burthens imposed on their trade 
by the Navigation Laws were neutralized, they must, in the 
event of these laws being continued in force, be reduced to a 
position much inferior to that of the people in the adjacent 
States of America, and they contemplate, with profound morti- 
fication, their only alternative in the conversion of their export 
trade into a valuable branch of the resources of their republican 
neighbours . . . Your petitioners further most humbly submit, 
that Your Majesty’s Canadian subjects have incurred a heavy 
debt in the construction of canals capable of giving passage to 
vessels of large dimensions, under the expectations that by these 
improvements of their internal navigation they would not fail 
to secure to themselves a large share of the carrying trade of 
the nth agricultural countries bordering on the great lakes of 
Canada. The repayment of the debt thus incurred is an object 
from which your petitioners feel convinced no consideration can 
ever divert the intentions of the people of Canada; but it is 
quite manifest, that in the event of the export trade of Western 
Canada, and the states adjacent to the lakes, being forced out of 
the waters of the St- Lawrence, the outlay upon the improve- 
ments, from Lake Ontario to the ocean, will have become a dead 
weight on the resources and energies of the province, the trade 
of the recently flourishing canes of Quebec and Montreal will 
have disappeared, and the mercantile. capital of their enterpris- 
ing a tirens will have been transferred to the commercial ern- 
poria of the neighbouring country.** 
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Lord Cathcart, who was Governor of Canada when the 
Canadian demands for drastic changes in the navigation 
laws began, sympathized with them, 41 and his successor, Lord 
Elgin, took the same position, both in his official dispatches 
and in his private letters to Lord Grey, the British Secretary 
of State for the Colonies. 43 In July 1847, Elgin transmitted 
to Grey a joint address of the two houses of the Canadian 
Parliament, asking for imperial legislation ‘to repeal the laws 
of navigation so far as they in any manner relate to or affect 
this colony,’ 19 and soon after his arrival in Canada he was 
urging that Montreal be made a free port. 80 

From the West Indies, too, came expressions of dissatis- 
faction with the navigation laws. At a public meeting in 
Trinidad in September 1846, resolutions were adopted pro- 
testing against the Sugar Duties Act of that year, by which 
the preferences that Great Britain had given to the sugar 
of her West India colonies ever since the seventeenth cen- 
tury had been put in process of extinction, and calling for a 
number of measures of relief. One of these was 'such an ap- 
proximation to the general principles of “free trade,” as, by 
a modification of the existing Navigation Laws, would en- 
able British colonists to avail themselves of the cheapest 
“bottoms” for carrying their produce to the home market 
as well as bringing their outward supplies, an advantage at 
present denied them.’ 51 The Governor of Trinidad, in des- 
patches to the Colonial Office, made strong representations 
to show that a relaxation of the navigation laws would bene- 
fit the colony.” The planters of Jamaica, smarting under a 
long accumulation of grievances against the British Govern- 
ment for its measures against slavery and in behalf of the 
Negro population of the colony, learned with dismay of the 
Sugar Duties Act, and in April 1847, the Assembly, lament- 
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ing the grievous sufferings of their constituents, urged that 
the navigation laws be relaxed so that the colonists might be 
permitted 'to enjoy a free commercial intercourse with all 
nations.’ *’ The legislature of Antigua protested against the 
protection of British shipping as ‘entirely indefensible upon 
the all-powerful principles of free trade.' “ In far-off Cey- 
lon merchants and planters asked that the importation of 
rice, the staple food of the laborers on the coffee, sugar, 
and cinnamon plantations, from the territories of the East 
India Company, be opened to the vessels of all nations." 
The eastern colonies in general, however, found little fault 
with the navigation laws." 


The repeal of the com laws did not solve the food prob- 
lem in the United Kingdom. There were serious crop defi- 
ciencies in 1846, and in that year a disastrous blight fell 
upon the potato plants in Ireland. The years 1846 and 1847 
were famine years in that sorely afflicted country. Grain 
prices in the British market advanced rapidly. Wheat rose 
from 49*. in September 184G to 70*. 3 d. in January 1847, and 
abnormally high freight rates hindered importation. Early in 
the session of 1847 bills were hurried through Parliament 
to deal with the emergency. The transitional duties on im- 
ported grain provided for in Peel’s act of 1846 were sus- 
pended from 26 January to 1 September 1847, and the navi- 
gation laws were suspended for the same period with respect 
to the importation of grain, flour, meal, rice, and potatoes." 
These could be imported into the United Kingdom ‘from 
any Country, in any Ship or Vessel of any Country, however 
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navigated . . . any thing in the Law of Navigation to the 
contrary in anywise notwithstanding.’ By later acts passed 
in the same session these suspensions were continued in effect 
until 1 March 1848.** In the House of Commons, Joseph 
Hume, veteran champion of retrenchment and reform, urged 
repeal, instead of mere suspension, of the navigation laws, as 
well as immediate repeal of all duties on grain and on all 
articles used in shipbuilding. ‘Why should not the noble 
Lord [Lord John Russell] carry out to their fullest extent 
the free-trade principles which were now supposed to regu- 
late the policy of this country?’ If die Government would 
only be courageous, ‘England would speedily become die 
manufactury of ships for a great portion of die world— to the 
same extent as she now supplied so large a portion of it with 
other manufactured articles.’ •• Protectionist members did 
not oppose the first suspension of the navigation laws as an 
emergency measure to facilitate the importadon of grain, 
but they let it be known that they would not countenance a 
repeal of the laws,*® and when the question of a second sus- 
pension came up. Lord George Bentinck, the protectionist 
leader in the House of Commons, declared that suspension 
was nothing but 'a flimsy pretext’ for undermining the whole 
navigation system, and therefore opposed the bill. 41 

In February 1847, Mr. John Lewis Ricardo, an extreme 
free-trade member of Parliament, secured the appointment 
of a select committee of the House of Commons ‘to inquire 
into the operadon and policy of the navigation laws.’ 41 This 
committee sat from March to June under the chairmanship 
of Milner Gibson, Vice President of the Board of Trade and 
a strong advocate of free-trade measures. It examined wit- 
nesses and reported to the House from time to time the 
minutes of evidence which it had taken,®* but it made no 
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recommendations. The House of Lords later appointed a 
committee of inquiry on the same subject, which sat from 
March to July 1848, and similarly reported its minutes of 
evidence without recommendations. 84 The reports of these 
committees fill two quarto volumes of parliamentary papers 
and are storehouses of information regarding the operation 
of the navigation laws and cognate matters. This is not to 
say, of course, that the witnesses who appeared before the 
committees were without preconceptions and biases. Un- 
doubtedly their testimony should be used with great cau- 
tion; it was, as Disraeli said, contradictory, complicated, and 
conflicting. The navigation laws were actively canvassed in 
the press in 1847, pamphlets were published on the subject, 
and the Queen's Speech in opening Parliament in November 
indicated that it would be brought forward during the ses- 
sion ‘with a view to ascertain whether any Changes can be 
adopted, which, without Danger to our Maritime Strength, 
may promote the Commercial and Colonial Interests of the 
Empire.' 85 Lord John Russell’s free-trade Government found 
much to its liking in the evidence made public by the 
House of Commons committee, and colonial remonstrances 
against the navigation laws found a very sympathetic auditor 
at the Colonial Office in Lord Grey. On the other side, the 
landed interest, though it had not received the support of 
the shipping interest in the great battle over the com laws, 
now joined with it in opposing the repeal of the navigation 
laws. 

For six months the Government took no parliamentary 
action with regard to the navigation laws, and it was not 
until 15 May 1848 that the President of the Board of Trade, 
Henry Labouchere (afterwards Lord Taunton), presented 
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its proposals to the House of Commons 89 and moved the 
following resolution: 

That it is expedient to remove the restrictions which prevent 
the free carriage of goods by sea, to and from the United King- 
dom and the British Possessions abroad, subject, nevertheless, 
to such control by Her Majesty in Council as may be necessary, 
and to amend the Laws for the registration of Ships and Seamen. 

The revolutionary character of the changes advocated was 
unmistakable and was openly avowed. If they were to be 
carried out, all the prohibitions and restrictions of the old 
system that had been regarded as essential would be done 
away with, except the rules that ships, in order to qualify 
as British, must be British owned, and manned as existing 
law required. The rule that they must be British built 
would be abolished. Labouchere proposed, it is true, to con- 
tinue the legal restriction of the coasting trade of the United 
Kingdom and of the colonies to British shipping, but inas- 
much as the former was naturally protected against foreign 
competition, the removal of the legal prohibition would 
have been nugatory; and he proposed to allow any colony 
that might so desire to open its coasting trade to foreign 
shipping. 

On 29 May Mr. J. C. Herries moved the following resolu- 
tion for the purpose of testing the sense of the House on the 
question of whether the principle of the navigation laws 
should be upheld or abandoned: 

That it is essential to the national interests of this country 
to maintain the fundamental principles of the existing Naviga- 
tion Laws* subject to such, modification as may be best calculated 
to obviate any proved inconvenience to the commerce of the 
United Kingdom and its dependencies, without danger to our 
national strength. 
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Tliis resolution shows on what ground the protectionists 
stood throughout die parliamentary debates on the naviga- 
tion laws in i8]8 and 1819. They supported the fundamental 
principles of the existing system though they constantly pro- 
fessed their willingness to consider modifications and relaxa- 
tions that might seem desirable in view of the conditions of 
the time, especially along the lines of reciprocity. 

A protracted debate on Mr. Herries’ resolution was con- 
cluded on 9 June, when it was defeated by a vote of 294 to 
177. It would have been impossible to pass a highly contro- 
versial measure through Parliament during the current ses- 
sion, and announcement was made that it would be post- 
poned till the following year. The Government had been 
criticized for having failed to present its proposals at an 
earlier date, and it now desired to place them before the 
country as a basis for public discussion. Near the close of 
the session, accordingly, Labouchere was given leave to 
bring in a bill for this purpose on condition that there 
would be no debate on it.” 

Representations against the navigation laws continued to 
be made in the colonies while the subject was under discus- 
sion in Great Britain. Lord Grey, speaking in the House of 
Lords on 25 February i8{8, said lie believed that ‘there was 
not a House of Assembly in the West Indies that had not 
petitioned Her Majesty to relieve those colonies from the 
operation of the Navigation Laws." M 

Canada remained in the forefront of the colonial move- 
ment for repeal, with Lord Elgin encouraging and perhaps 
even coaching from the side-lines. The Executive Council 
of the province, in a memorandum drawn up in May 1848, 
restated familiar Canadian arguments and voiced high hopes 
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of prosperity for Canada if the laws were repealed and the 
navigation of the St. Lawrence above Quebec opened to 
American vessels: 

That a great portion of the exportable produce of Western 
Canada, probably by far the greater part, is at this moment on 
its tvay to the ports of the United States: that little is expected 
in Montreal; dial the canals constructed on the St. Lawrence 
are almost idle; that the importing ships coming to Montreal 
this season are without their usual full freights; that the prin- 
cipal importations into 'Western Canada are now through the 
United States; that the trade of the city of Montreal is, in con- 
sequence, rapidly decreasing, notwithstanding a rapid increase 
in the consumption and importation into Canada of the articles 
formerly imported altogether through that port; and that the 
opening of the Canadian sea-ports to the vessels of all nations, 
permitting the produce of the colony to be sent to the United 
Kingdom in these vessels without distinction, and the permit- 
ting the use of the River St. Lawrence above Quebec to Ameri- 
cans, would probably not only restore trade to its original chan- 
nel, but cause an increase in the commerce and revenues of 
Canada beyond former precedent,— are facts which the Executive 
Council of Canada wish to present to the consideration of Her 
Majesty’s Ministers, in the hope of strengthening their hands in 
bringing about the expected changes.® 9 

The Montreal Board of Trade, in memorials and petitions 
dated 26 May and 14 December 1848, continued to urge the 
repeal of the navigation law’s and the free navigation of the 
St. Lawrence, and the Quebec Board of Trade, in June of 
the same year, asked for the removal of ‘all restrictions that 
notv exist to the free navigation of the river St. Lawrence 
• • • or which prevent the free carriage of goods by sea to 
and from the United Kingdom and its possessions abroad, 
so far as this colony is concerned, subject to such control by 
\our Majesty in Council as may be necessary.’ ,0 In a joint 
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address to the Queen, adopted at the end of January 1849, 
both houses of the Parliament of Canada declared that delay 
in removing the existing restrictions on the use of foreign 
shipping would be ‘highly injurious ’to the carrying trade of 
the St, Lawrence,’ expressed approval of the bill for the re- 
peal of the navigation laws that had been introduced into 
the British House of Commons in the session of 1848, and 
asked that foreign vessels be permitted to navigate the St. 
Lawrence above Quebec.’ 1 

In New Brunswick, where shipbuilding had begun soon 
after the establishment of the province in 1784, \oices were 
raised in opposition to repeal. Colonial shipping interests, 
like those of the mother country, had been accustomed to 
look upon the navigation laws as their guardian and pro- 
tector. St. John was the chief center of shipbuilding in Brit- 
ish North America, and at a public meeting held there in 
June 1848 a petition to the Queen was adopted in which it 
was predicted that the proposals of the British Government 
would, if carried out, prove 'generally prejudicial to the 
British Empire, and particularly to this loyal colony.’ The 
petitioners stated that many British subjects in New Bruns- 
wick had invested their capital in shipping, that many immi- 
grants were employed in shipbuilding, which supplied the 
greater part of the exports of the colony, and that if the 
proposed measure should be passed, it would ‘wholly destroy 
the export trade of this province, in the production of which 
a very large amount of British manufactures is consumed.’ 
Should it be deemed necessary, in the general interests of 
the Empire, to alter the navigation laws, they asked the 
Queen to refuse her assent to any measure that did not se- 
cure for her loyal subjects of New Brunswick 
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the opening of other markets for their exports, the privilege of 
selling their ships in any market, the right of procuring registries 
in foreign countries, perfect freedom in die employment of for- 
eigners in the navigating of their ships, the privilege of trading 
to and with all countries, coastwise as well as foreign, and the 
removal of all restrictions in the conduct of their ships. 7 * 

Between die parliamentary sessions of 1848 and 1849 the 
issues raised by the Government’s proposals were actively 
canvassed in the British press and in pamphlets. The Ship- 
owners’ Society carried on propaganda against the proposals, 
and among those who regarded changes in the old system as 
desirable or inevitable there seemed to be more general 
support for relaxations on die basis of reciprocity, which had 
been advocated in Parliament by Gladstone and by several 
of die protectionist Conservatives, dian for absolute and un- 
conditional repeal. Labouchere's bill of 1848 itself seemed 
to contemplate retaliatory discrimination as a means of se- 
curing reciprocity, for it contained provisions empowering 
die crown to impose differential duties, prohibitions, or re- 
strictions upon the ships of any country which subjected 
British ships to the like discriminations. 

In December 1848, Lord Palmerston, as Secretary of State 
for Foreign Affairs, addressed a circular dispatch to British 
diplomatic representatives abroad, accompanied by a state- 
ment of the changes proposed to be made in the British navi- 
gation system. This tire diplomats were to communicate to 
the governments to which they were accredited, and they 
were instructed to ascertain whether those governments im- 
posed any restrictions upon British vessels from which die 
vessels of their own nationals were exempt. ‘For,’ said Lord 
Palmerston, 
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while the British Government are prepared to remove nearly the 
whole of the restrictions of the British Navigation Law in all 
cases where such a measure shall be met in a spirit of correspond- 
ing liberality, it is impossible for them to lay down with any 
precision the course they may think fit to take, where no such 
spirit is shown, until they shall be fully informed of all the cir- 
cumstances which should be taken into their consideration. 

The information collected was duly transmitted to the For- 
eign Office and presented to Parliament in the form of com- 
mand papers.” 

The Queen’s Speech at the opening of the session of 1849 
contained this reference to the navigation laws: 

I again commend to your Attention the Restrictions imposed 
on Commerce by the Navigation Laws. 

If you shall find that these Laws are in whole or in part un- 
necessary for the Maintenance of our Maritime Power, while 
they fetter Trade and Industry, you will no doubt deem it right 
to repeal or modify their Provisions. 

On 14 February Labouchere presented a resolution sub- 
stantially the same as the one he had introduced in the pre- 
ceding session. This having been agreed to, a bill was brought 
in, and at the second reading, on 9 March, Mr. Herries 
moved as a destroying amendment that it ‘be read a second 
time this day six months.’ On 12 March this was defeated, and 
the Navigation Bill passed second reading by a vote of 266 
to 210. It was amended in committee in a few particulars, 
and on 23 April passed third reading, 275 to 214.” 

While the bill was before Parliament, meetings were held 
of the General Shipowners’ Society in London and of local 
societies in the outports, and many petitions against it were 
drawn up. The London petition bore some 27,000 signa- 
tures and that from Liverpool more than 24,000/“ The agi- 
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tation carried on by the shipping interests helps to explain 
why the majorities given by the House of Commons for the 
bill of 1849 were smaller than that by which it had defeated 
the motion for upholding the principle of the navigation 
laws in 1848. 

Shipoivners and opponents of the bill in general looked 
forward hopefully to its rejection by the House of Lords. 
Grievous disappointment, however, lay in store for them, 
for the Upper House passed it, though only by a narrow 
margin. The vote at the second reading was 173 to 163. The 
bill was saved only by proxy votes, of which about three- 
fifths were cast in its favor. Of the lords present, 105 sup- 
ported and 119 opposed it. The dissentient members pro- 
tested against the second reading on the ground that the 
repeal of the navigation laws would imperil the safety of 
the nation and inflict grievous injury upon the shipping 
interest and the various classes dependent upon it for sup- 
port. At the third reading, on 12 June, Lord Stanley, the 
leader of the opposition in the upper house, contented him- 
self with an individual protest. 1 * The bill became law on 26 
June and went into operation on 1 January 1850.” 

Entitled 'An Act to amend the Laws in force for the En- 
couragement of British Shipping and Navigation,’ the statute 
repealed the Navigation Act of 1845 and ten other acts oE 
Parliament in whole or in part. The effect r\"as to sweep away 
the old navigation system root and branch, except the reser- 
vation of trade between different parts of the British Isles 
and between different parts of the several colonies to British 
ships and the requirements that British ships must be British 
owned and navigated by a British master and a crew of which 
three-fourths (in the coasting trade of the British Isles, the 
entire crew) were British seamen. It was provided, however. 
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that upon the request of any British colony its coasting trade 
could be opened to foreign shipping by order in council/* 
authority was given to the Governor General of India in 
Council to authorize trade between different parts of the 
possessions of the East India Company in foreign ships, and 
the proportion of seamen required to be British for the legal 
navigation of a British ship could be reduced by royal proc- 
lamation. Discretionary power was given to the crown to 
impose restrictions upon the ships of foreign countries so as 
to place them as nearly as possible on the same footing in 
British ports as that on which British ships were placed in 
the ports of those countries, but it was understood that this 
power of retaliation would not be invoked unless excep- 
tional circumstances should seem to require it.” 

In the course of the arguments and discussions that pre- 
ceded the repeal of the navigation laws the colonial phases 
of the subject received much consideration. 'Justice to the 
colonies' was an effective argument, and free-traders made 
the most of it, though their opponents did not fail to point 
out that they had shown little concern for colonial interests 
in the measures they had taken against colonial preference. 
Other phases, however, received a large share of contem- 
porary attention— the question of national defense, of the 
welfare of British shipping considered as a great economic 
interest, of the attitude of foreign countries toward the navi- 
gation laws, of the foreign trade of the United Kingdom. 
The most vital question of all was, did national defense re- 
quire the continuation of the old navigation system in its 
essentials? As to the paramount importance of national de- 
fense, there was no issue. No British Government would 
have dared, or svould have wished, to propose a measure cal- 
culated to weaken British sea power, and no British Parlia- 
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ment would have passed such a measure. Even Cobden, 
much as he disliked ‘incessant harping on the string of “Rule, 
Britannia,” ’ felt it expedient to express his belief that the 
repeal of the navigation laws would not weaken the British 
mercantile marine or ‘diminish our naval supremacy .’ 80 
There was little disposition to question that a large and 
flourishing mercantile marine was requisite to the mainte- 
nance of British sea power. Many of those who supported 
the bill, however, did deny that the navigation laws had 
been the cause of the increase of the British mercantile ma- 
rine . 81 Protectionist predictions that the abandonment of the 
old system would lead to a decline of British shipping were 
countered by free-trade prophecies that it would have the 
opposite effect. The issue, as stated by Gladstone, was, would 
it give ‘a wholesome stimulus’ to the mercantile marine, or 
would the mercantile marine ‘dwindle away under the in- 
fluence of competition’? On that issue he was ready to stake 
the whole question: ‘I am prepared to advocate an altera- 
tion in the navigation laws on my conviction, supported by 
arguments, that the effect of a judicious change will be, not 
to limit, but to strengthen and extend the commerce, and, 
with the commerce, the navigation of this country .’ 82 The 
Prime Minister expressed the same conviction, as did the 
leader of the free-trade Conservatives. ‘I cannot have the 
smallest doubt/ Lord John Russell said, ‘that if we abrogate 
the principal part of the navigation laws, our commercial 
marine will increase further than it has already done’; and 
Sir Robert Peel declared that the increase of shipping de- 
pended not on navigation laws but on the prosperity oE 
commerce . 83 Some extreme free-traders went so far as to 
assert that the existing British mercantile marine would ac- 
tually have been larger than it was if there had been no 
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navigation laws.** A reading of the parliamentary debates 
confirms Professor Clapham’s opinion: ‘Had complete proof 
been forthcoming that, as the world stood in the forties, 
British naval strength really depended on the retention of 
the navigation system, the system might be living still.’*’ 
The protectionist minority failed to convince Parliament 
that the repeal of the navigation laws would result in weak- 
ening British naval power. 

At the same time, it could not be shown that there was 
any strong popular demand in Britain for the abolition of 
the old system. This was admitted by the Prime Minister 
himself.** The free-trade press, of course, supported the Gov- 
ernment's bill, but there was no organized agitation on the 
subject such as had preceded the repeal of the com laws. 
Few petitions were presented to Parliament for the repeal of 
the navigation laws, while many were presented against it. 
It was stated in the House of Lords that up to 4 May 1849 
the petitions against the bill numbered 182, while only 6 
had been presented in favor of it. Most, of the former came, 
as would be supposed, from the shipping interests, and it 
was easy to suggest that the patriotic concern for national 
defense which they expressed was alloyed with pecuniary 
motives. A member of Parliament referred to ‘those effusions 
of patriotism which discovered a latent sympathy towards 
the breeches pocket of the patriots who uttered them.’ ,T 


It would he illogical to impute supreme wisdom to those 
who brought about the repeal of the navigation laws for the 
reason that British shipping experienced a phenomenal 
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growth after that event. Such an opinion as that of Dr. Cun- 
ningham, granted that he was not predisposed toward over- 
admiration of laissez-faire measures, ought not to be brushed 
aside lightly, the opinion, namely, that if it had not been 
for the coming of the iron age in shipbuilding, ‘it would 
hardly have been possible for England to reassert her su- 
premacy in ocean trading.’ 88 Few of those who contributed 
to the overthrow of the old system seem to have foreseen the 
extraordinary development of iron shipbuilding that was to 
take place in the near future. W. S. Lindsay, an important 
shipowner of the time, a member of Parliament, and an 
opponent of the Act of 1849, was t ^ ie author of a comprehen- 
sive history of British shipping written some years later. In 
this he expressed tfie opinion that the situation immediately 
after the repeal of the navigation laws was critical, and that, 
had it not been for British resources and energy, ‘foreign 
shipping might then have gained an ascendancy which might 
not afterwards have been easily overcome.’ 89 

The total tonnage, British and foreign, entered and 
cleared in the ports of the United Kingdom increased from 
1 4. 004,388 in 1849 to 14,505,064 in 1850, but the increase 
was entirely in foreign tonnage, which rose from 4,334,750 
to 5,062,520. British tonnage actually fell off from 9,669,638 
to 9,442,544.*° The early 'fifties were years of recovery and 
prosperity for British shipping, and Great Britain enjoyed 
a great advantage over all other countries in the building of 
iron steamships, which, according to Lindsay, 'were the main 
weapon, whereby we bade defiance to the competition of all 
other nations, in the general ocean race then just com- 
menced.’ 81 British shipping, however, suffered a protracted 
depression in the late ’fifties, the years immediately follow- 
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ing the Crimean War, and many shipowners believed that 
the situation called for a return to protection. 

Jt is obvious that none of the British free-traders of the 
'forties could have foreseen the collapse of Britain’s greatest 
shipping rival, the American mercantile marine, during the 
Civil War. That collapse, as Professor Clapham has re- 
marked, ‘ushered in the generation during which British 
maritime ascendancy was more conspicuous than it had ever 
been before, when, consequently, the Navigation Laws and 
all that pertained to them were almost forgotten.' ** In 1870 
the mercantile tonnage of the British Empire nearly equalled 
that of all non-British countries, and by 1 880 it exceeded it. 
The figure for British Empire steam tonnage in the latter 
year (2,949,282) was more than twice thal for all other coun- 
tries.** 

In arguing that justice to the colonies required that they 
ought to be freed from the restrictions that the navigation 
laws imposed upon their trade, now that Parliament had 
adopted the principle that their produce was no longer to 
be protected in the British market by differential duties, the 
Government and its supporters put Canada in the forefront 
of discussion. In justice to Canada, it was urged, freight 
rates on the ocean route between the United Kingdom and 
the St. Lawrence ought not to be kept artificially high by 
the continued exclusion of foreign, and especially American, 
ships. The United States had shown great sagacity in passing 
its drawback laws, which had attracted a large volume of 
Canadian trade to the Erie Canal route, but what kind of 
sagacity was Britain showing in deliberately penalizing the 
St. Lawrence route? If the navigation laws were repealed, 
American ships, so it was predicted, would engage in trade 
between Canada and the United Kingdom, freight rates 
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would be lowered, and the St. Lawrence would be able to 
compete successfully with the Erie. ‘We are deeply inter- 
ested,’ Labouchere declared, ‘in affording the people of Can- 
ada every possible facility by means of cheapening freights 
... to avail themselves of the natural advantages which the 
St. Lawrence presents.' 84 The opinions of Montreal mer- 
chants were publicized to show that western Canada would 
be supplied with West India produce more cheaply by way 
of the St. Lawrence than it was then supplied by way of 
the Erie if the ‘obnoxious navigation laws’ were repealed. 
Under existing conditions, according to the merchants, the 
supply of British vessels in the West Indies available for 
transporting sugar and molasses to Montreal was inadequate; 
‘our sugars and molasses,’ they said, ‘go to New York, there 
to pay a transit duty . . . and to be subjected to all the 
costs and delays of an inland communication through the 
United States to Canada; the result is, that Canadians pay- 
dearer than if the navigation Jaws did not exist ... for 
their sugar; but we cannot see what benefit is conferred 
upon the British shipowner by the restriction.’ It was repre- 
sented, moreover, that the removal of the restrictions on for- 
eign shipping in Canadian trade would make it possible 
for Montreal to compete successfully with New York in sup- 
plying the American communities south of the Great Lakes.** 
Peel regarded the claims of Canada as unanswerable, and 
seseral other opponents of the navigation laws in Parliament 
went so far as to predict that if justice were denied to Can- 
ada, the political connection between that province and the 
mother country would soon be dissolved,** PxotertionisLs, on 
the other hand, gave -warning that the Empire would surely 
go to pieces if the navigation laws were repealed.* 7 
Opponents of repeal contended that the disadvantages of 
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Montreal and Quebec, as compared with New York, in trade 
with Europe and the West Indies were the result of natural 
causes, not of British legislation, and that no changes in the 
law could overcome those disadvantages. Lord Stanley ar- 
gued to this effect in an able speech which he delivered in 
the House of Lords on 8 May 1849.” He observed that Ca- 
nadians had a double interest in cheapening the Canadian- 
British route, 'as producers and as carriers.’ As producers, 
they naturally desired the cheapest transportation to market 
for their produce; as carriers, they desired that the transpor- 
tation should be through their own territory rather than 
through the United States. But the natural difficulties of 
navigation on the St. Lawrence were such, he declared, that 
on the basis of free competition American vessels would not 
be attracted to trade between Canada and the United King- 
dom. 'Montreal and Quebec cannot compete successfully 
with New York on the principle of entire and unlimited 
competition; and unless we allow them the protection of a 
moderate differential duty upon foreign corn . . . you will 
never be able to transfer the great tide of traffic from the 
Erie Canal to the St Lawrence.’ •" As a matter of fact, the 
tonnage of United States vessels entered at Montreal and 
Quebec increased from 64,986 in 1849 to 126,981 in 1850, 
but this increase of 61,995 tons was counterbalanced by a 
decrease in the tonnage of British vessels of 61,799. The ton- 
nage of non-British shipping, other than that of the United 
States, increased, but only by about X9,5oo. 100 The conclu- 
sion drawn from shipping statistics by a careful historian is 
that the repeal of the navigation laws did not increase the 
shipping resources of the St. Lawrence. 

Free competition demonstrated that the St. Lawrence route as 
a whole, mainly for reasons of geography, was economically in- 
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ferior to that by way of New* York. The Navigation Laws there- 
fore were not responsible for the lack of success of the St. 
Lawrence route . . . They constituted a grievance which so far 
as the province was concerned was apparent rather than real, 
and their repeal proved to be an entirely inadequate remedy for 
the failure of the waterway. 101 

Another scholar concludes that the repeal of the naviga- 
tion laws was ‘of little avail in die com trade (where most 
was hoped for it) and consequently no encouragement to the 
use oE the St. Latvrence canals.’ 105 

A good deal was said about the trade of the British West 
Indies during the course of the debates in Parliament. The 
Jamaica Assembly, it will be remembered, had asked for the 
relaxation of the navigation laws, but it was very doubtful 
whether the colony would gain anything from a measure 
under which foreign ships would be permitted to carry 
Cuban and Brazilian, as well as British West Indian, sugar 
to the United Kingdom. Opponents o£ repeal in Parliament 
insisted that Cuba and Brazil, where sugar was still grown by 
slave labor, would gain more than the British sugar islands, 
and would gain at their expense.™ In Jamaica itself opin- 
ion seems to have been divided, and protectionist members 
of Parliament were able to point to evidences of opposition 
to repeal in other British sugar colonies. 104 The Governor of 
Britain’s eastern sugar island, Mauritius, reported, however, 
that during the year 1850 the amount o£ foreign tonnage, 
chiefly French, entering the colony had nearly doubled, 
without any decline in the number of British vessels enter- 
ing, the result being a marked lowering of the prices of im- 
ported commodities. 105 In the Australian colonies there had 
been no serious complaint of the navigation laws, and both 
in them and in Cape Colony the repeal seems to have had 
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no important effect on trade and to have aroused little in- 
terest . 3 et 

It may be noted in conclusion that opponents of the navi- 
gation laws, anvious to discredit them in all possible ways, 
professed to see in Great Britain’s restrictions upon the trade 
and navigation of her old colonies the principal cause of the 
American Resolution. It had been the opinion of William 
Huskissoti and of the classical economists of the early nine- 
teenth century, as has already been pointed out, and of Jo- 
siah Tucker before them, that those restrictions were a more 
important cause of the conflict than parliamentary taxation 
of the colonies, and Labouchere agreed with them. 3 " It was 
generally supposed, Earl Grey said, that the Revolution 
arose merely out of the question of taxation, but this, he 
declared, was not the case. It was 'not merely taxation, it 
was a question about the navigation laws. It was an attempt 
to enforce those laws which led to hostilities between the 
mother country and the States of America.’ ,e » 



VI 


THE WITHDRAWAL OF THE IMPERIAL 
GARRISONS 


Britain emerged from the war of the American Revolution 
shorn of prestige and the larger part of her old Empire. With 
the coming of peace in 1783 her military forces were re- 
duced, but it was deemed necessary still to maintain some 
9500 troops for colonial service. 1 Almost the whole expense 
of supporting them fell upon the mother country. 2 The dis- 
astrous attempts of Grenville and Townshend to extract 
revenue from colonies for the support of British troops quar- 
tered therein was not repeated. On the contrary. Parliament, 
recognizing, when too late to avert the disruption of the Em- 
pire, that 'taxation by the Parliament of Great Britain for 
the purpose of raising a Revenue in His Majesty’s Colonies, 
Provinces and Plantations in North America has been found 
by Experience to occasion great uneasiness and disorders,’ 
enacted in the following words what was clearly intended to 
be a binding pledge: 

That from and after the passing of this Act the King and 
Parliament of Great Britain will not impose any Duty, Tax or 
Assessment whatever, payable in any of His Majesty’s Colonies, 
Provinces or Plantations in North America or the West Indies; 
except only such Duties as it may be expedient to impose for 
the Regulation of Commerce; the net produce of such Duties to 
be always paid and applied to and for the use of the Colony, 
Province or Plantation in which the same shall he respectively 
levied, in such manner as other Duties collected by the authority 
°f the Respective General Courts or General Assemblies of such 
20s 
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Colonies, Provinces or Plantations are ordinarily paid and ap- 
plied.* 

This belated concession to the American revolutionists 
failed wholly as a measure of conciliation, but the pledge 
which it gave, though not legally binding on succeeding 
Parliaments, has in fact been observed, not only in respect 
of the colonies to which the act expressly referred, but as a 
general principle of British colonial policy.* The troops 
which the Imperial Government saw fit to maintain in the 
colonies were paid by the British treasury, assisted in some 
cases by contributions from the colonies. 

The outcome of the American Revolution produced a 
feeling of depression and pessimism in England with regard 
to colonies in general. This was reflected in the abolition 
in 1782 of the old Board of Trade, which had been con- 
cerned mainly with colonial affairs, and of what was called 
the American Department, the forerunner of the later Co- 
lonial Office, as well as in the political and economic litera- 
ture of the day.* But the war with Revolutionary France, 
which began in 1793, was accompanied by something of an 
imperialist revival, and an enlargement of her Empire was 
the most obvious result of that prolonged conflict so far as 
Britain was concerned. To guard her scattered dependencies 
in America, the West Indies, the Mediterranean, Africa, 
Asia, and Australia, numerous garrisons were deemed neces- 
sary. The expense of maintaining them was borne almost 
wholly by the mother country. Earl Grey, Colonial Secretary 
from 1846 to 1852, wrote in his Colonial Policy 0} Lord John 
Russell’s Administration (page 44): ‘I believe it was not until 
the time of the great revolutionary war with France, that 
nearly the whole burden of the defense of the Colonies was 
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undertaken by this country.’ And in the course of testimony 
given before a parliamentary committee in 1861 he observed: 
‘It is to be remarked that for a very long series of years this 
country has acted on the principle of taking their [the colo- 
nies’] defence entirely upon herself.’ * To the same effect is 
a statement made by C B. Adderley (afterwards Lord Nor- 
ton), who was under-secretary for the colonies in the Derby- 
Disraeli ministry, that ‘our earliest and most vigorous colo- 
nists in North America defended themselves, as in fact they 
governed themselves, and separated from us in resentment of 
our interference. Our second Colonial policy was to govern 
and defend Colonies from home.’ T 

The purposes for which military forces were maintained 
varied according to the nature and local conditions of the 
colony. In the case of military and naval stations, Gibraltar 
and Malta, for example, the primary purpose was imperial 
defense. In Canada it was precaution against American ag- 
gression; in Jamaica, the preservation of law and order 
among the Negroes; at the Cape of Good Hope, protection 
against strong and warlike native tribes. 8 

Argument was not wanting to justify the heavy expendi- 
ture to which the people of Great Britain were put in conse- 
quence of this policy. Many British military men, aware of 
the traditional opposition to a powerful standing army at 
home, must have agreed with the Duke of Wellington that 
u was desirable to maintain strong garrisons in the colonies 
as reserves; and the statement was often made that the pres- 
ence of British ‘red-coats’ in the colonies was an outward and 
vmble sign of imperial unity which it would be dangerous 
to remove. Then, too, since the colonies might at any time 
he involved in war because of the foreign policy of the 
mother country, it was only just, so the argument ran, that 
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they should be protected at her expense from the conse- 
quences of that policy. Furthermore, it was held by many 
that the control of military affairs by the colonial govern- 
ments might lead to cruelty and violence on their part to- 
ward native peoples.* 

As the years passed, however, the voice of economy and 
retrenchment began to be heard. During the War of 1812 
with the United States British expenditures for the military 
defense of Canada were exceptionally heavy, and after the 
war large sums were spent on fortifications at Quebec, Hali- 
fax, and elsewhere in British North America. In 181*7 3 
House of Commons committee on finance stated that the 
value to Britain of colonial possessions ‘must be greatly 
diminished by their continuing a lasting drain on its re- 
sources.’ and voiced the hope that some means might be 
found to make them ‘more efficient towards defraying the 
expenses of their own military protection.' 10 Joseph Hume 
entered the House of Commons in 1819, and for many yean 
one of his favorite themes was the great financial burden 
which Britain was bearing for the military defense of the 
colonies. 11 

I11 1834 a select parliamentary committee was appointed 
‘to inquire into the Military Establishment and Expendi- 
ture in the Colonies and Dependencies of the Crown.' Lord 
John Russell, Grote, and Charles Buller were among its 
members. It was found that the total charges incurred for the 
year 1832 for the military defense of the dependencies, clas- 
sified as ‘military and maritime stations,’ ‘plantations and 
settlements,’ and ‘penal settlements,’ was £2,003,397 and the 
actual net cost to Great Britain £1,761,505.“ The committee 
urged that the strictest economy should be observed in every 
branch of colonial military expenditure and recommended 
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a few trifling reductions of forces and expenses, but in the 
following resolution it recognized that an obligation rested 
on the Imperial Government to provide for the security of 
the colonies, even in time of peace: 

That it is not the Intention of this Committee, by any sug- 
gestion which it may ofEer as to the Amount of Force deemed 
to be sufficient for the Garrison of any Colony in time of Peace, 
to relieve the Executive Government from the Duty which con- 
stitutionally belongs to it, of providing, on the responsibility of 
the King’s Ministers, a Force sufficient for the Security of His 
Majesty's Possessions abroad, which Experience has proved is 
liable to vary in time of Peace, according to several contingencies 
arising out of internal or external causes. 1 * 

The system of colonial military defense at the expense of 
Great Britain continued with but slight modifications until 
the 'sixties. To quote from the report of an interdepart- 
mental committee appointed in 1859 to investigate the ex- 
pense of military defenses in the colonies: 

... the Colonies of Great Britain may be said, speaking gen- 
erally, to have been free from the obligation of contributing, 
either by personal service or money payment, towards their own 
defences-a state of things which we believe to have no parallel 
or precedent in the case of any other organized community of 
which the history is known. 1 * 

This report showed that the total military expenditure in 
the colonies for the year ending 31 March 1858 ivas £3,- 
968,599, toward the defrayal of which the colonies con- 
tributed only £378,253, or less than one-tenth, leaving £3,- 
59°>346 as the cost to the Imperial Government. It appeared, 
furthermore, that of the total colonial contributions about 
tiro-thirds were paid by the three colonies of New South 
Wales, Victoria, and Ceylon, that several colonies contrib- 
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uted nothing, and that only Canada, the Cape of Good 
Hope, and one or two of the West Indies had organized any 
militia or other local force. 15 A parliamentary committee on 
colonial military expenditure, appointed in 1861, found that 
the Imperial Government had expended on the military de- 
fense of the dependencies during the year ending 31 March 
i860 £3,225,081, the colonies having contributed £369,224.” 
It may not be superfluous to point out that this system 
whereby Great Britain held herself responsible for the mili- 
tary defense of the whole Empire was similar to that which 
still prevails with respect to naval defense. In the former 
case, as in the latter, initiative and responsibility rested with 
the Imperial Government, and some of the colonies made 
financial contributions or raised local forces. 


The financial burdens which the colonies imposed upon 
Great Britain was naturally a favorite theme with anti-im- 
perialists. Josiah Tucker and Adam Smith, though attacking 
the colonial system primarily on commercial grounds, did 
not fail to touch on the subject of colonial defense. In that 
remarkable tract. The True Interest of Great-Bntain set 
forth in regard to the Colonies , which we referred to in 
Chapter 11, Tucker enumerated the ‘manifold advantages’ 
which would accrue to the mother country from the inde- 
pendence of the colonies. One of these was that she would be 
relieved of an expenditure of between £300,000 and £400,- 
000 a year for their civil and military establishments, ' for 
which generous Benefaction,' he added, ‘we receive at pres- 
ent no other Return than Invectives and Reproaches .’ ,T 
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Adam Smith, in the course of his bold and sweeping indict- 
ment of the colonial system as a scheme of monopoly injuri- 
ous both to colonies and to mother country, included in the 
cost of the colonies to Great Britain the expenses of naval 
forces maintained to prevent colonial smuggling and of co- 
lonial military establishments. 1 ® Though lie realized that 
considerations of national pride and prestige, as well as the 
interest of the governing classes of England, would prevent 
the voluntary abandonment of the colonies by Great Britain, 
he said that one of the great advantages to be derived by her 
from colonial independence would be freedom ‘from the 
whole annual expense of the peace establishment of the 
colonies.’ 1 ® According to the Father of Free Trade, despite 
all the attempts that had been made to monopolize colonial 
commerce, ‘no country has yet been able to engross to itself 
anything but the expense of supporting in time of peace and 
of defending in time of war the oppressive authority which 
it assumes over them.’ !0 

The teachings of Adam Smith did not, of course, capti- 
vate at once the government and ruling classes of Britain.* 1 
Indeed, after the loss of the American colonies, British co- 
lonial policy and administration became, and for a time re- 
mained, more rather than less restrictive. The height of im- 
perial interference in the affairs of the colonies came in the 
third and fourth decades of the nineteenth century. But 
Adam Smith was never silenced. His free-trade and anti- 
imperialist doctrines were perpetuated by the classical econ- 
omists and the Benthamites. 

The Manchester School, interested always in govern- 
mental economy, was fond of enlarging upon the burden- 
someness of colonies to the harassed British taxpayer. Eng- 
land was pictured as a weary' Titan struggling under a 
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crushing burden. This view was forcefully expressed by Cob- 
den in the course of a speech delivered in the House of 
Commons on 22 June 1843: 

He was not opposed to the retention of colonics . . . and he 
believed that colonization, under a proper system of manage- 
ment, might be made as conducive to the interests of the mother 
country as to the emigrants themselves. But he also believed that 
the system upon which our colonial affairs were now conducted 
was one of unmixed evil, injustice and loss to the people of this 
country . . . He found that the mother country furnished her 
colonics with an army and a navy, and maintained every descrip- 
tion of military defence all over the world; that in some cases 
this country supplied the colonics witli schoolmasters, with 
bishops, with magistrates; that she built them lighthouses, con- 
structed their canals, and, in fact, the mother country not only 
did not derive any revenue from her colonies, but that, besides 
maintaining for them large fleets and armies, she paid almost 
everything that constituted the governmental expenses of the 
colonies . . . The distribution of the British forces on the 1st 
of January this year he found to be this; out of 88,510 rank and 
file, there were stationed abroad (exclusively of India) 44,529 
rank and file, the number left at home being 43,981. Thus, it 
appeared that more than half of our army was stationed in the 
colonies. But it had been stated by the authorities at the Horse 
Guards, and it was also stated by ihe nohlc Lord the Member 
for Tiverton, when Secretary of War, that for every 10,000 men 
in the colonics, 5000 were wanted in England for the purposes 
of making the necessary exchanges, and for recruiting the regi- 
ments abroad; therefore not merely half, but three-fourths of our 
army were devoted to the colonies.” 

The Manchester School always insisted that free trade for 
the colonies ought to be accompanied by colonial self-de- 
fense. In a debate on financial reform in the House of Com- 
mons on 2G February 1849, Cobden said that the colonies 
were 'bound to maintain for themselves those establishments 
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which are necessary for their own defense and their own 
government.’ Two years later he declared that Britain’s re- 
lations with the colonies had been ‘completely changed by 
the adoption of our free-trade policy,’ and that ‘if it was folly 
before to garrison the Colonies, it was now downright in- 
sanity.’ 53 

The colonial reformers shared the views of the Manchester 
School with regard to colonial military expenditure, and em- 
phasized the relation of colonial self-defense to colonial self- 
gosemment. In 1850 a Colonial Reform Association came 
into existence under the inspiration of Edward Gibbon 
Wakefield, having for its main objects the promotion of 
colonial self-government and colonial self-support. In it, 
Cobden and such zealous colonial reformers as C. B. Adder- 
ley and J. R. Godley were felloxv-members. The death of 
Charles Buller in 1848 left Sir William Molesworth as the 
leading representative of die colonial reform school in the 
House of Commons. Molesworth warmly commended the 
grant of responsible government to the British North Ameri- 
can colonies, and when it had been conceded to Canada, it 
‘seemed to him as absurd to pay for troops in the virtually 
independent colony of the Canadas, as it would be to pay 
for the military establishments in the independent colony 
of the United States.' On 10 April 1851, he moved two 
resolutions in the House of Commons which linked the obli- 
gation of colonial self-defense and die privilege of colonial 
self-government. In the speech in which he opened the de- 
bate he said: 

I maintain, that if these Colonies were governed as they ought 
to be gosemed, no troops ought to be maintained in them at 
the expense of the United Kingdom, except for stricdy imperial 
purposes, and diat the expenses of all troops required for local 
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purposes ought to be paid by the Colonies . . . most of our 
Colonies, properly so called, do possess representative institu- 
tions, and all of them are about to possess those institutions. 
With such institutions no taxes can be levied in these Colonies 
without the consent of the representatives of the people; and 
their inhabitants annot be constitutionally compelled to con - 
tribute out of their taxes to the revenues of the united king- 
doms. Therefore, the people of the united kingdoms ought not 
to be called upon to pay out of their own taxes any portion of 
the local expenses of such colonies; and, consequently, in such 
colonies all expenses for local purposes should be paid out of 
local revenues, while all expenses for imperial purposes should 
be paid out of imperial revenues. 15 

The substance of Molesworlh's resolutions was that the 
United Kingdom ought to be relieved as quickly as possible 
of its expenditure for colonies, except those held as military 
stations or convict settlements, and that their inhabitants 
ought at the same time to be given ample powers of local 
self-government and freed from ‘that Imperial interference 
with their affairs which is inseparable from their present 
military occupation.’ *' 

Wakefield sent a memorandum on the military defense of 
the colonies to Gladstone in March 1851.” In it he empha- 
sized what he considered to be the bad effects of keeping 
British military forces in colonies— its tendency to cause local 
wars, to make real colonial self-government impossible, and 
to corrupt the colonists. He went so far as to attribute the 
Canadian rebellions of 1837 to the presence of British troops. 
‘The tyrannical rule of the small minority, which provoked 
the rebellion, was sustained by the presence of a large Im- 
perial force.’ In New Zealand ‘free institutions’ were being 
sacrificed to a policy toward the Maoris which depended on 
the presence of British troops there, and by ‘a large foreign 
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expenditure’ the settlers were ‘corrupted into lazy and senile 
dependents o£ the miserable government.’ 

The colonial reformers were convinced, too, tljat the 
heavy burden of colonial defense borne by the mother coun- 
try- greatly strengthened the hands of the separatists and was 
a standing threat to the preservation of the Empire. Adder- 
ley expressed this point of view when he said, in the debate 
on Molesworth’s resolutions, that the people of Great Brit- 
ain, at some moment of indignation, 'would not only throw 
off the burden of the expenditure, but with it they would 
cast away the Colonies themselves.’ 58 

Anglo-French relations were dangerously strained for sev- 
eral periods during the 1840’s and 1850s. British fears of 
attack by France, mounting at times to the height of panic, 
may have been unfounded and to a large extent worked up 
by those who did not share in the delusion, as Cobden be- 
lieved, but at any rate there was great concern in England 
over the defense of the British Isles. In 1846 there occurred 
the affair of the Spanish marriages, which ruptured a so- 
called entente between England and France, and in Decem- 
ber of that year the Duke of Wellington, then Commander- 
in-Chief of the British Army, urged upon Earl Grey, Secre- 
tary of State for War and the Colonies in Lord John Rus- 
sell’s Ministry-, the need of an increase in the military estab- 
lishment. Grey, who had already expressed himself as in 
favor of a large reduction of the British garrisons in the 
colonies, replied that considerations of economy made an 
increase of the army impossible, but promised to augment 
the force at home by reducing- colonial garrisons . 19 

So long as Great Britain pursued the policy of commercial 
restriction which was the essence of the colonial system, the 
executive governments of the colonies continued to be held 
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responsible to the .Imperial Gosemment. As a writer on co- 
lonial administration put it, ‘it was obviously impossible for 
us to liberalize our system of administration until we should 
first have liberalized our commercial policy,'* 8 So long, 
moreover, as colonial gosernmems were responsible to an 
external authority, it could be argued that this authority 
was justly chargeable with the military defense of the colo- 
nies, not only against foreign powers but against internal 
dangers as well. It was no mere coincidence that the advent 
of free trade synchronized with the beginning of colonial 
self-government. They were related causally, and with them 
logically went a change in the s>stem of colonial military 
defense. Earl Grey in his work on colonial policy already re- 
ferred to makes clear the connection between these three 
subjects: 

I think it will follow, that when this Country no longer at- 
tempts either to levy a commercial tribute from the Colonies by 
a system of restriction, nor to interfere needlessly in their inter- 
nal affairs, it has a right to expect that they should take upon 
themselves a larger proportion than heretofore of the expenses 
incurred for their advantage . . . Our military expenditure on 
account of the Colonies is certainly \ery heavy . . . This expen- 
diture ought, I think, to be sery largely reduced; and the Colo- 
nies, now that they are relies ed from all that is onerous to them 
in their connection with the Mother country, should be required 
to contribute much more than they have hitherto done to their 
own protection .* 1 


It was Grey who took the first steps in the direction of 
modifying the system of colonial defense which had been in 
operation during the preceding half century. A beginning 
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was made with New South Wales, a colony free from the 
menace of either warlike native tribes or foreign powers. A 
few months after the Russell Ministry took office. Grey di- 
rected the Governor of New South Wales to send all dispos- 
able forces in the colony to New Zealand, where the settlers 
were then having trouble with the Maoris, retaining at Syd- 
ney only a small garrison, which, under the circumstances, 
was all that the Imperial Government deemed necessary. In 
his dispatch Grey said: 

New South Wales may be regarded as being perfectly safe, 
for the present at least, from any attack from a foreign enemy; 
there are no native tribes capable of engaging in serious hostili- 
ties with the Colonists; and the Convict establishment is now 
reduced so low . . . that there is no longer the necessity which 
some years ago existed for maintaining a considerable military 
force to guard against the risk of an attempt to rise on the part 
of the convicts . . . Her Majesty’s confidential Servants will con- 
sider it their duty to take care that the naval and military forces 
shall afford efficient protection from the attacks of any foreign 
enemy to so important a part of her dominions as New South 
Wales; but for the maintenance of internal order and tranquil- 
lity it is only reasonable that the Colonists should themselves 
be called upon to provide, by the formation of an adequate 
force of Police, or, if necessary, of militia .* 2 

Despite local opposition, the policy which Grey outlined 
was carried out in the case of the Australian colonies. That 
policy, briefly stated, was that a certain maximum military 
force should be maintained at the expense of the mother 
country, and that any additional British troops that might 
be desired must be paid for by the colony that asked for 
them. Barracks and other military buildings were trans- 
ferred to the colonies, which were held responsible for pro- 
viding quarters for the British troops still remaining. Ac- 
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cording to testimony given in i86x by Herman Merivale, 
one of the leading colonial experts of the day and previously 
permanent under-secretary of state for the colonies, Grey’s 
plan for the military defense of the Australian colonies 
worked in a satisfactory manner. It undoubtedly stimulated 
the formation of volunteer forces. In 1859 there were only 
some 1,800 British troops in Australia, while the number of 
local volunteers amounted to about 9,000.** 

Conditions in Canada, New Zealand, and Cape Colony 
prevented Grey from applying his policy as fully to those 
colonies. In New Zealand and South Africa there were war- 
like natives, and Canada, Anglo-American relations being as 
they were in ‘the roaring forties/ was in more or less con- 
stant fear of invasion from the United States. The peaceful 
settlement of the Oregon dispute in 1846 made possible 
some reduction in the site of the British garrison in Canada, 
and Grey hopefully contemplated further reductions. Keenly 
sensitive to complaints in Britain of the financial burden- 
someness of colonies, he urged his views on Lord Elgin, who 
was then preoccupied with a great act of imperial faith— the 
introduction of responsible government in Canada— and with 
serious problems related to the severe economic depression 
which then held the province in its grip, including the ques- 
tion of annexation to the United States. Elgin thought that 
colonists ought not to be relieved altogether of the respon- 
sibility for self-defense, but in view of the state of public 
opinion in Canada he counseled the utmost caution in 
adopting new policies for its defense, especially at a time 
when the United States, having brought to a victorious con- 
clusion its war with Mexico, was believed by Canadians to 
be in an exceptionally expansionist humor. ‘British States- 
men, even Secretaries of State/ he wrote pointedly to Grey, 



THE WITHDRAWAL OP THE IMPERIAL GARRISONS 219 

'have got into the habit lately of talking of the maintenance 
of the connexion between Great Britain and Canada with 
so much indifference, that a change of system in respect of 
military defense incautiously carried out, might be presumed 
by many to argue on die part of the Mother Country a dis- 
position to prepare the way for separation.' a * In a later letter 
he remarked that die danger of an American attack on Can- 
ada was largely owing to its connection with Britain, and 
that Canadian claims on the mother country for military 
protection were dierefore ‘infinitely stronger than those of 
any odier colony.’ * 5 He realized, however, diat die existing 
British forces in Canada (about 5,000 infantry and 600 ar- 
tillery in December 1848) would be no better able to cope 
with an American invasion titan a lesser force, and he told 
Grey that a considerable reduction could be made without 
increasing die probability of annexation to die United 
States, ‘provided always diat you make no noise about it.’ 8 * 
In an important dispatch to Elgin, dated 14 March 1851, 
Grey outlined a military policy for Canada similar to that 
already applied to New Soudi "Wales. He announced that 
the British troops in the province would be confined for the 
future to garrisons at two or diree fortified posts, probably 
only Quebec and Kingston, and that die use of die barracks 
would be made over to the provincial authorities if the 
Parliament of Canada was prepared to maintain them at its 
own expense. If British forces were desired at any of the 
other posts previously occupied, diey would be supplied by 
the Imperial Government, provided the cost was met by the 
province. Grey was careful to add diat this policy, though 
necessary in justice to die people of Britain, was not to be 
taken to mean diat the connection between Canada and the 
mother country could be severed without great injury to 
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both, or that there was any likelihood that it would be 
severed.’ 7 Professor C. P. Stacey, who has gone most fully 
into the subject of British military policy regarding Canada, 
says of this 'monumental dispatch’ that it ‘may be said to 
have been the theoretical basis of imperial military policy 
in Canada for years afterwards’ and was ‘repeatedly referred 
to as the classic statement of the official position.’ *• 

Grey thus described the policy which as Colonial Secretary 
he had formulated and begun to apply: 

... we endeavoured to establish, and by degrees to act upon, 
the principle that the Colonies can only look, to the Mother- 
country for military support in any dangers to which they may 
be exposed from a powerful foreign enemy: that Her Majesty’s 
troops are not to be expected to undertake the duties of police, 
and of maintaining the internal tranquillity of the Colonies; 
and that the Colonies ought to undertake to provide lor the 
expense of barracks for such of Her Majesty's troops as may be 
stationed in them for their protection.” 

And later Grey expressed the opinion that the policy had 
been carried out during his tenure of office (1846-52) as far 
as it safely and properly could be. 40 

The Anglo-Russian tension which led to the Crimean 
War caused Britain to withdraw some troops from colonies 
in order to increase her forces available for use against Rus- 
sia. In February 1854, it was announced in Parliament that 
5,000 men had been withdrawn from British North America, 
Cape Colony, and the West Indies, 41 and there were some 
further withdrawals during the course of the war. By the 
end of the fiscal year 1854-5, the number of British troops in 
Canada was down to less than 2,ooo. 41 Increased responsi- 
bility for defense was thrown on the province, which had so 
far made very little contribution to its own defense, and in 



T11E WITHDRAWAL OF THE IMPERIAL GARRISONS 221 

1855 the Canadian legislature passed a militia bill that pro- 
vided for the establishment of a new force of volunteers, or 
'active militia.’ This was the first step taken by Canada to- 
wards the organization of an effective military force of its 
own, and for the future the main reliance for the military 
defense of Canada was to be the patriotism and loyalty of 
the Canadian people/* 

The British Government, however, was so hard pressed 
for troops during the Crimean War that efforts were unfor- 
tunately made to obtain recruits in the United States, with the 
result that die British Minister at Washington was dismissed 
by the American Government, and another crisis arose in 
Anglo-American relations. In 1856 the Palmerston Ministry 
sent five regiments to Canada. 4 * 

In die same year Sir William Denison, Governor of New 
South Wales, made a proposal which, if adopted, would have 
shifted die initiative in providing for the military defense of 
die colonies from die Imperial Government to die colonies. 
He recommended that, ‘whatever may be the mode in which 
die military force in a Colony may be raised and organized, 
the mother country and the Colony shall contribute towards 
its expense in equal proportions, and diat the Government 
of die Colony should have the responsibility of determining 
the amount of that force, whether in peace or war.' The Im- 
perial Government declined to accede to this proposal on die 
ground diat it could not be carried out ‘without compromis- 
ing die independent action of the central Government of 
the Empire.' 4 * 

More important than die Denison proposal was a report 
of a committee appointed in 1859 to prepare a general plan 
of colonial military expenditure. Throughout the first half 
of the nineteenth century’, a single minister was at die head 
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of the war and colonial departments. This arrangement, 
whatever may have been its disadvantages, possessed a cer- 
tain convenience so far as the military defense of the colo- 
nies was concerned. It came to an end, however, at the time 
of the Crimean War. Thenceforth the secretary of state for 
war was obliged to defend in Parliament expenditure in- 
curred for the defense of the colonies, of whose needs he had 
no official knowledge and with whose governments he held 
no direct communication. He inevitably found himself em- 
barrassed by the lack of any general principle determining 
questions with which he was called upon to deal. Accord- 
ingly, on 14 March 1859, the War Office, at the direction 
of the Secretary, General Peel, addressed a note to the Colo- 
nial Office, suggesting the propriety of adopting arrange- 
ments ‘which should define the respective liabilities of this 
Department and the various Colonial Governments, in re- 
spect to military expenditure.’ It was the opinion of the 
Secretary 

that England should assist in the defence of her Colonies against 
aggression on the part of foreign civilized nations, and (in a less 
proportion) of formidable native tribes; but in no case, except 
where such Colonies are mere garrisons kept up for Imperial 
purposes, should she assume the whole of such defence . . . 
[and] that military expenditure, for purposes of internal police, 
should be defrajed from local funds, there being no grounds for 
drawing any distinction between a Colony and an independent 
nation in this respect. 

He proposed the appointment of an interdepartmental com- 
mittee, representative of the Colonial Office, the Treasury, 
and the War Office, to prepare a general scheme of colonial 
military expenditure.” Such a committee was appointed, 
consisting of Sir T. F. Elliot of the Colonial Office, Mr. 



THE WITHDRAWAL OF THE IMPERIAL GARRISONS 22$ 

George A. Hamilton of the Treasury, and Mr. John Robert 
Godley of die War Office. The report, to which reference 
has been made, was not signed by the representative of the 
Colonial Office, who found himself unable to concur with 
his colleagues and submitted a separate memorandum in the 
nature of a minority report. 4 ’ The committee found that die 
total imperial expenditure for colonial military defense for 
the year ending 31 March 1858 was nearly £4,000,000 and 
the total colonial expenditure approximately £375.00 0.“ 
The report attacked die existing policy of colonial defense 
on two principal grounds: (1) that it imposed an enormous 
burden on the people of Great Britain, not only in taxes 
but also by withdrawing a large part of their military forces 
from home; and (2) that it tended to prevent the develop 
ment among the colonists of a spirit of self-reliance and to 
enfeeble their character. It was pointed out that existing 
arrangements were attended with great inequality and 
chronic discussions with regard to the respective liabilities 
of the imperial and colonial governments. There were, it 
was asserted, ‘no recognized principles of mutual relations 
to which appeal can be made, or upon which a permanent 
settlement can be founded.' The report did not recommend 
the adoption as a general policy of Lord Grey’s plan for the 
defense oE the Australian colonies. The presence of even 
small garrisons in the colonies, maintained on the initiative 
of the mother country, would be taken, it was said, as a 
symbol of her responsibility for colonial military defense 
and would 'tend to perpetuate the main evils of the present 
system, namely, the dependence of the Colonies on the 
mother country for defense, and their neglect of local efforts.’ 

What the report proposed was to divide the colonies into 
two classes: (1) military posts, garrisoned by the Imperial 
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Government for imperial purposes rather than for local de- 
fense; and (2) all other dependencies where troops were sta- 
tioned primarily for the protection of the inhabitants. In the 
case of the latter, it recommended that the system of defense 
should be founded on two simple principles: ‘colonial man- 
agement, and joint contribution at a uniform rate.' It pro- 
posed that the Imperial Government should call upon each 
colony to decide on the nature of its own defenses and should 
offer to bear a share— one-half was the proportion suggested 
—of the entire cost. Among the advantages anticipated by 
the committee from the adoption of its plan were: (i) that 
it would result in a great saving to the British exchequer 
without imposing an unduly heavy burden on the colonies; 
(2) that it would be applicable alike in time of peace and of 
war; (3) that it would stimulate the patriotism, self-reliance, 
and military spirit of the colonists by throwing on them re- 
sponsibility for their own defense; and (4) that ‘it would con- 
vey, m the most marked and emphatic way, the determina- 
tion of the mother country, that the colonies should be gov- 
erned through and for their own people.' 

The representative of the Colonial Office dissented from 
some of the major proposals of the report. In particular, he 
did not accept the principle that all the colonies should bear 
a uniform proportion of the expense of their military de- 
fense, irrespective of local conditions, such as the degree of 
exposure to invasion, the character of the colonial popula- 
tion, and the wealth of the colony. Nor did he concur in the 
position taken by his colleagues that the only ground for 
military assistance to the colonies was that the Imperial 
Government controlled the issues of war and peace. On the 
contrary, he held that the interests of Great Britain were 
involved, and that they would suffer if certain colonies were 
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lost. He preferred Lord Grey’s plan to that recommended by 
the committee. 49 

This report of 1859 resulted in no radical change in the 
system of colonial defense. Its principal proposal, which had 
previously been made by Sir William Denison, that the 
initiative in providing for colonial defense should be thrown 
upon the colonies, was not at once adopted. The immediate 
outcome was fairly stated by Godley, in a criticism of Elliot’s 
memorandum, when he said: ‘We have, with trifling excep- 
tions, the same extravagance on our side, the same helpless- 
ness on theirs; the same confusion, inconsistence, and dis- 
putation which has prevailed more or less for the last cen- 
tury in our military policy towards our Colonies.’ 50 


But the demand for reform was insistent, and on 5 March 
1861, on motion of Arthur Mills, a select committee was 
appointed by the House of Commons ‘to Inquire and Report 
whether any and what Alterations may be advantageously 
adopted in regard to the Defence of the British Dependen- 
cies, and the Proportions of Cost of such Defence as now de- 
frayed from the Imperial and Colonial Funds respectively/ 
Mills, who served as chairman of the committee, had long 
been interested in colonial questions, had published a book 
on colonial constitutions, and was a member of the colonial 
reform group. He believed that British colonial policy ought 
to aim at immediate colonial self-government and self-de- 
fense, and eventual colonial independence. The meetings of 
the committee extended over a period of nearly four months. 
It examined a number of witnesses who were able to speak 
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with authority on colonial, military, and fiscal questions, 
notably Earl Grey, Mr. Elliot, Mr. Merivale, General Sir 
J. F. Burgoyne, Inspector-General of Fortifications, Mr. 
Gladstone, Chancellor of the Exchequer, and Mr. Godley.* 1 
For the purposes of the inquiry the report divided the 
British dependencies, exclusive of India, into two classes: (i) 
colonies proper, and (2) military garrisons, nasal stations, 
convict depots, and dependencies maintained chiefly for ob- 
jects of imperial policy. In the former class it included the 
North American, South African, and West Indian colonies, 
Ceylon, Mauritius, New Zealand, and the Australian colo- 
nics with the exception of Western Australia; in the latter, 
Malta, Gibraltar, the Ionian Islands, Hong Kong, Labuan, 
Bermuda, the Bahamas, St. Helena, the Falklands, Western 
Australia, Sierra Leone, Gambia, and the Gold Coast. The 
committee found that for the year ending 31 March i860 
the imperial military expenditure for the colonies proper 
was £1,715,246 and for the dependencies of the second class, 
£1,509,835—3 total of £3,225,081. For the same year the de- 
pendencies, including some of both classes, contributed 
£369, 224.“= In the case of the dependencies of the second 
class, the committee agreed that 'the responsibility and main 
cost of their defence properly devoh es on the Imperial Gov- 
ernment,’ but svith respect to the colonies proper, it recom- 
mended that ‘the responsibility and cost of the military de- 
fence . . . ought mainly to devolve upon themselves,* the 
Imperial Government using its discretion in applying this 
principle to particular colonies. Not the recommendation of 
the committee of 1859. but rather an extension of Lord 
Grey's policy for the defense of the Australian colonies was 
the solution of the problem urged by the select committee. 
The principles which it advocated were regarded by sue- 
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cessive British ministries of both parties during the 1860 s 
as representing the settled policy of the country.” 

It will be remarked that the classification of the depend- 
encies adopted by the committee of 1861 is not identical 
with that which divides them into ‘self-governing colonies’ 
and ‘crown colonies’; some of the colonies which the com- 
mittee classed as ‘colonies proper’ were not self-governing. 
All of the witnesses examined by the committee agreed that 
colonies enjoying responsible government should bear the 
primary responsibility for their military defense. 64 This view 
was clearly stated by Gladstone when he said: ‘The privi- 
leges of freedom and the burdens of freedom are absolutely 
associated together; to bear the burdens is as necessary as to 
enjoy the privileges, in order to form that character which 
is the great ornament of all freedom itself.’ ” 

On 4 March 1862, the House of Commons adopted the 
following resolution introduced by Mr. Mills: 

That this House (while fully recognizing the claims of all por- 
tions of the British Empire to Imperial aid in their protection 
against perils arising from the consequences of Imperial policy) 
is of opinion that Colonies exercising the rights of self-govern- 
ment ought to undertake the main responsibility of providing 
for their own internal order and security, and ought to assist in 
their own external defence . 54 

This resolution introduced no novel principle, but it is 
significant that it was agreed to without a division, and was 
never afterwards called in question. 51 

In 1863 die Australian colonies were notified by the Duke 
of Newcastle, Secretary of State for the Colonies in Lord 
Palmerston's Ministry, that thenceforth they must pay for 
all imperial troops at the rate of £40 a year for every soldier, 
and that if additional British soldiers were supplied at the 
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request of a colony, the rate would be £70, ‘a sum which 
more nearly approaches the real cost to the Imperial Gov- 
ernment of each soldier.’ 68 Under Edward (afterwards Lord) 
Cardwell, who succeeded Newcastle at the Colonial Office in 
1864, 10,000 troops were withdrawn from New Zealand, and 
the non-self-governing colonies of Ceylon, Mauritius, the 
Straits Settlements, and Hong Kong were required to con- 
tribute towards the support of their garrisons. Under Card- 
well’s successor, Lord Carnarvon, there were some with- 
drawals from Cape Colony. 

Canada, because of peculiar conditions arising from the 
American Civil War, received exceptional treatment. 88 The 
Trent affair, which occuTTed late in 1861, threatened imme- 
diate war between Britain and the United States, and the 
British garrisons in North America, which had numbered 
little more than 4,000 when the Civil War began, rose to 
about 18,000 in the spring of i862. eo The number was 
slightly reduced after the passing of the Trent crisis, but 
Anglo-American relations could not be called harmonious 
prior to the Treaty of Washington in 1871. The United 
States at the close of the Civil War was the foremost military 
power in the world, and though demobilization proceeded 
rapidly in 1865, it was generally apparent in England that 
Canada could not be successfully defended by a British gar- 
rison. She must depend mainly upon her own exertions. The 
British Government looked with favor upon the confedera- 
tion of the North American provinces, consummated in 
1867, as a means of strengthening their defenses, and with- 
drawals of British troops were carried out in 1867 and 1868. 

The cost to Britain of the military defense of Cape Colony 
had long seemed unduly heavy, and in 1 867 the colony was 
notified that the force maintained there would be reduced 
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at once, and that after 1869 all remaining British troops 
must be paid for at the Australian rate. 61 Troubles with na- 
tives and continued friction between the British and the 
Boers made it impossible to carry out this policy so soon, 
but the imperial forces were gradually reduced. The dis- 
patch of British troops in great numbers to South Africa 
during the Boer War was, of course, no part of a permanent 
colonial policy. 

It was while Cardwell was Secretary of State for War in 
die Liberal Ministry which Gladstone formed in December 
1868, that the principles already followed were most fully 
carried out. Cardwell, a first-rate administrator, had already 
had wide governmental experience, having served as Presi- 
dent of die Board of Trade, Chief Secretary for Ireland, and 
Secretary of State for the Colonies. Conditions in die army, 
he was convinced, called urgently for extensive and drastic 
reforms in the interest of efficiency and economy, and as 
head of die Colonial Office (1864-6) he had become dior- 
oughly familiar with the problem of the imperial garri- 
sons.* 1 

Soon after his appointment to the War Office, Cardwell, 
in a memorandum submitted to Gladstone and approved by 
him, indicated the lines along which he thought army reform 
ought to proceed.” One of his proposals was to reduce the 
imperial forces in die colonies from 50,000 to 26,000. In pre- 
senting the army estimates for the year 18G9-70, he an- 
nounced a reduction in expenditure for die colonies proper, 
distinguishing between them and oversea possessions held as 
imperial stations, of more than one-diird, from £1,643,794 
in die budget of the preceding year to £1,070,735. The prin- 
cipal retrenchment was on the force in Canada, which was 
to be reduced from about x 6,000 to 6,000 men. Like his 
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chief, Cardwell was a robust Liberal, with faith in the saving 
virtues of self-government, self-support, and self-defense: 

If, instead of calling upon )our colonists to exert themsebes 
and to rely on their own resources, you distribute forces among 
them in small divisions, you will paralyze their efforts without 
furnishing them with real strength. I believe that Canada, with 
30,000 or 40,000 armed men of her own, occupies a stronger and 
more independent position than she ever did before . . . the 
true defence of our colonies is that they liv e under the xgis of 
the name of England, and that war with them is war with 
England.* 1 

Cardwell’s colleague. Lord Granville, Gladstone’s Colo- 
nial Secretary, notified the Governor General of Canada that 
about a.ooo men would be left in Nova Scotia for the time 
being for the defense of Halifax, which would continue to 
be regarded as an imperial station, and about 4,000 in the 
other provinces of the Dominion, adding: 'But this must be 
considered a temporary arrangement, and I am disposed to 
concur with Mr. Cardwell in the opinion that it will soon 
become unnecessary to maintain any British force in those 
Provinces, beyond what may be required for the training of 
the Militia and Volunteers and the maintenance of Schools 
of Instruction.' «* This was in April 1SC9. Early in the fol- 
lowing year he gave notice that the barracks and fortifica- 
tions vacated by the imperial forces would be turned over to 
Canada with the understanding that if, at any future time, 
troops should be sent to Canada at the request of the Ca- 
nadian Government, die Dominion would be expected to 
lodge them ‘to the satisfaction of Her Majesty’s Govern- 
ment.’ •' Commenting on the decisions taken by the British 
Government, Professor Stacey remarks that ‘close examina- 
tion of the dispatches revealed in them an alarming air of 
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finality, reflecting an evident determination to effect as com- 
plete a se\ erance as possible between the military systems o£ 
Britain and Canada, and in particular to relieve the British 
taxpayer from any liability whatever for that of the Do- 
minion." * 7 

It should be remarked, too, that these decisions were 
reached at a time when Canada’s position was full of peril. 
Anglo-American relations were still far from cordial, and 
the dark cloud of annexation to the United States hung low 
on the Canadian horizon. Charles Sumner, chairman of the 
American Senate’s Committee on Foreign Relations, was 
publicly urging the cession of Canada to the United States 
in settlement of the Alabama claims, and Hamilton Fish, the 
American Secretary of State, was privately discussing annexa- 
tion with the British Minister.** Irish Fenians in the United 
States had not yet lost their pious and patriotic hope of do- 
ing something for ‘the old country’ by an invasion of Canada 
that would bring on war between their hereditary enemy 
and the United States. At the moment, moreover, the Ca- 
nadian Government had on its hands a revolt that had 
broken out among French-Canadian half-breeds in the Red 
River Settlement at what is now Winnipeg, the Riel Rebel- 
lion as it is called. It is small wonder that many Canadians 
came to believe that England desired to be rid of them. ‘We 
do not think,’ said the influential Toronto Globe in its issue 
of 14 October 1870, ‘that the withdrawal of all the troops in 
Canada, with the exception of one regiment, sras the act of 
men friendly to the colonial connexion.’ * s 

By the end of 1871 the British garrisons had evacuated all 
the poses previously occupied in Canada except Halifax and 
Esquimalt on Vancouver Island, which became a part of the 
Dominion in that year. These two British nasal bases con- 
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tinued to be garrisoned by imperial troops until the time of 
the Boer War. Military installations at the various posts were 
transferred to the Dominion when the British garrisons were 
withdrawn. Fortunately for Canada, the danger of American 
invasion passed away when, in 1871, Great Britain and the 
United States settled their outstanding disputes by the 
Treaty of Washington. 

From New Zealand, the last of the British troops were 
withdrawn in 1869 under extraordinary circumstances which 
will claim our attention in the next chapter.” The imperial 
military evacuation of Australia was completed in the follow- 
ing year.” 

According to a statement in the House of Commons made 
by the parliamentary under secretary of state for the colonies 
on 7 March 1873, British expenditure on account of the 
colonies had fallen from £3,388,033 in 1869 to £1,708,290, 
of which amount, he said, £1,205,026 was chargeable to im- 
perial purposes, leaving only about £500,000 for local colo- 
nial purposes, and against this should be set £238,600 repaid 
by various colonies. 7 * The cost of the colonies to the mother 
country, in other words, was down to about £250,000 per 
annum A Royal Commission appointed in 1879 to study 
questions of imperial defense found that small detachments 
were quartered in some of the less important colonies, no- 
tably in British Honduras, ‘mainly for the maintenance of 
peace and order within their borders.’ The commission rec- 
ommended ‘that the practice of employing Imperial soldiers 
in duties hardly distinguishable from those of police— espe- 
cially in the smaller Crown Colonies— should be discon- 
tinued as soon as possible.’ T * 

To a great many people in Britain as well as in the colo- 
nies the withdrawal of the garrisons carried out by the Glad- 



THE WITHDRAWAL OF THE IMPERIAL GARRISONS 233 

stone Government was taken as clear evidence of a desire 
on its part to free the mother country from all responsibility 
for the colonies and hasten the break-up of the Empire. 
It cannot be said that the withdrawals were characterized 
by a high degree of sympathetic consideration for colonial 
sensibilities, but it is equally true that by diminishing the 
burdens of empire, of which the anti-imperialists had al- 
ways made so much, the Government, whatever motives 
may be ascribed to it, removed the principal argument 
against maintaining the Empire. In doing so, it helped to 
pave the way for the rise of a new imperialism. 



VII 


THE CLIMAX OF ANTI-IMPERIALISM 


At a time when free trade was destroying the old colonial 
system and Englishmen were complaining loudly of the en- 
cumbrances of empire, it was not surprising that some of 
them openly advocated the independence of the colonies. 
The free-trade press was distinctly ami-imperialist in tone. 
There was no ground for supposing, said The Economist , 
that the colonies 

would become Jess valuable customers to us, Jess open to the 
reception of our superabundant population, or less friendly to 
us, if each had its own government, and were a separate state, 
only bound to us by the ties of a common origin, and a common 
interest. In fact, there does not seem to be, in general, any doubt 
whatever on this subject; and it is now stated as the main reason 
for retaining these colonies, at a great cost, in a state of depend- 
ence, that if we permitted them to separate from us they would 
fall into the possession of some other power and endanger our 
supremacy . . . The murmurs, the complaints, the distant grum- 
blings, coming from many quarters, indicate demands for reform, 
and it is only rational to adopt means at once to prepare both the 
colonies and the mother country for a change that seems in the 
order of nature . 1 

At a time when it was the habit to regard imperial do- 
minion as a scheme of commercial monopoly, it was difficult 
to justify heavy expenditures on colonies that were free to 
trade where and in what ships they pleased. And when these 
colonies began to impose protective duties on products of 
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the mother country, the quintessence of anomaly seemed to 
have been reached.* 

The same era that witnessed the removal of the old re- 
strictions on colonial trade saw the establishment of respon- 
sible government in the North American and Australasian 
colonies, and there were many who regarded this as the pre- 
lude to their independence. Lord John Russell, speaking as 
Government leader in the House of Commons in 1837, ar- 
gued that the grant of responsible government to colonies 
would be tantamount to giving them independence,* and 
later, as Secretary of State for the Colonies (1839-41), he 
opposed full responsible government for Canada. 4 Lord 
John, to be sure, changed his mind later on, but by no 
means all of those who had shared his opinion— and it was 
probably the prevailing opinion among the English govern- 
ing classes— kept pace with him. The assumed tendency of 
colonies to separate from their mother countries was invested 
with the compulsive character of a natural law which the 
will of man was impotent to check. 

The liberal imperialism of the colonial reformers, which 
received its most celebrated expression in Lord Durham’s 
Report, made rapid progress during the Ministry of Lord 
John Russell (184G-52), when Earl Grey (formerly Lord 
Howick) presided over the Colonial Office. Grey was the 
chief architect of 'the colonial policy of Lord John Russell’s 
administration’ as well as the author of a book which bore 
tin's title. He was a very able administrator and an enthusi- 
astic, almost passionate, and decidedly dogmatic free-trader. 
• He cherished the illusion, entertained by British free-traders 
in general, that Britain’s commercial liberalism would usher 
in an age of world-wide free trade and international good- 
will. 8 He was also a firm believer in the virtues of colonial 
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self-government. While he was Colonial Secretary, free trade 
was carried practically to completion, and responsible gov- 
ernment was established in the British North American 
colonies,* There were limitations, however, to his devotion 
to colonial self-government, as was true in the case of other 
colonial reformers of his day. If colonial self-government 
should come into conflict with his other ideal, free trade, if 
a colony, even a colony to which responsible government 
had been granted, should be so unwise as to prefer protec- 
tion to the new and 'sound' commercial policy which the 
Imperial Government and Parliament, in their wisdom, had 
adopted as the policy of the Empire, Grey had no doubt that 
free trade ought to prevail/ and he believed that the Im- 
perial Government ought to disallow colonial laws which 
were repugnant to free-trade principles.’ But here the tend- 
ency was against Grey, and a few years after his retirement 
from the Colonial Office it was established as a principle of 
colonial policy that it was within the powers of a self-govern- 
ing colony to impose protective duties on imports, British 
as well as foreign.® 

The most important official statement on colonial policy 
made by any member of the Russell Ministry is to be found 
in a speech delivered in the House of Commons on 8 Febru- 
ary 1850, by Lord John himself. 10 An authoritative declara- 
tion seemed to be called for, since Britain’s new free-trade 
policy had caused discontent in some of the colonies and at 
home had raised the question of whether it was worth while 
to keep the colonies. In the body of the speech the Prime 
Minister came out strongly against separation— ‘I consider 
it to be our bounden duty to maintain the colonies which 
have been placed under our own charge’— and laid down two 
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cardinal principles on which his Government intended to 
proceed. The first of these was free trade—' ‘that you shall 
trade with your colonies on the principle that you are at 
liberty to obtain productions from other countries where 
they may be produced better or cheaper than in the colo- 
nies, and that the colonies should be at liberty to trade with 
all parts of the world in the manner which may seem to 
them most advantageous.’ The second principle was colonial 
freedom— ‘that . . . you should, as far as possible, proceed 
upon the principle of introducing and maintaining political 
freedom in all your colonies. I think whenever you say po- 
litical freedom cannot be introduced, you are bound to show 
the reasons for the exemption . . . that you must show the 
colony is not formed of the British people, or even that there 
is no such admixture of the British population as to make it 
safe to introduce representative institutions.’ A confession of 
faith, this seemed to be, in liberal imperialism. But then 
came this peroration: 

I anticipate indeed with others that some of the colonies may 
so grow in population and wealth that they may say— ‘Our 
strength is sufficient to enable us to be independent of England. 
The link is now become onerous to us— the time is come when 
we can, in amity and alliance with England, maintain our inde- 
pendence.’ I do not think that that time is yet approaching. But 
let us make them as far as possible, fit to govern themselves— 
let us give them, as far as we can, the capacity of ruling their own 
affairs— let them increase in wealth and population, and whatever 
may happen, we of this great empire shall have the consolation 
of saying that we have contributed to the happiness of the world. 

Lord Elgin, keenly conscious of the crisis through which 
Canada was then passing in its relations with the mother 
country, and aware oE the rising tide of separatist sentiment 
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in Britain, regarded those concluding sentences— ‘the sting 
in the tail,’ as he called them— with dismay. He wrote to 
Grey: 

I much fear that when the liberal and enlightened sentiments, 
the enuntiation of which by one so high in authority is so well 
calculated to make the Colonists sensible of the advantages which 
they derive from their connexion with Great Britain, shall hate 
passed away from their memories, there will not be wanting 
those who will remind them that on this solemn occasion the 
Prime Minister of England amid the plaudits of a full Senate 
declared that he looked forward to the day when the ties which 
he was endeavouring to render so easy K: mutually advantageous 
would be severed! ... I have never been able to comprehend 
why, elastic as our constitutional system is, we should not be 
able, now more especially when we have ceased to control the 
trade of our Colonies, to render the links which bind them to 
the British Crown at least as lasting as those which unite the 
component parts of the [American] Union ... One tiling is 
however indispensable to the success of this or any other system 
of Colonial Gov ‘-You must renounce the habit of telling the 
Colonies that the Colonial is a provisional existence.— You must 
allow them to believe that without severing the bonds which 
unite them to Great Britain they may attain the degree of per- 
fection and of social and political development to which or- 
ganized communities of freemen have a right to aspire . 11 

‘The sting in the tail’ was widely commented upon at 
home and abroad. The London Times observed: ‘When a 
colony feels itself really independent ... it will undoubt- 
edly aspire to the dignity as well as convenience of absolute 
self-government . . . It is the order of nature, and we can- 
not fight against it, except to our disappointment, loss, and 
disgrace.’ ** 

In a private letter to Elgin, Grey thus interpreted the 
Prime Minister's words: 
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I do not think he Meant to say more than the time might come 
in wh. the Colonies w* wish to dissolve the connection & that 
when it did so we ought to allow the separation to take place 
amicably, & in the Mean time to take all the means in our power 
to prepare them for self Gov Bt — It seems to me that this clearly is 
our policy tho' with you I deprecate all reference that can pos- 
sibly be avoided to eventual separation —. 15 

He deprecated public reference to it, but his private cor- 
respondence with Elgin shows that it was constantly in his 
mind. He himself was far from being a separatist. He be- 
lieved that much of Britain’s influence and power depended 
on her colonial empire, and he had an acute sense of the 
imperial responsibilities she had undertaken and of her 
obligation to discharge them. Disastrous consequences would 
follow in many parts of the Empire, he was convinced, if 
British authority should be withdrawn . 14 He was a liberal 
imperialist, with an almost mystical conception of the British 
Empire as a mighty and beneficent instrument, under Provi- 
dence, for the maintenance of peace and justice and the 
spread of Christianity and civilization throughout vast re- 
gions of the earth. In the history of imperial trusteeship as 
a principle of British colonial policy, Grey deserves an hon- 
orable place. At times, however, ’the lamp of faith burned 
dim’ within him . 15 Its flickerings can be detected in his pri- 
vate letters to Elgin: 

You have I know observed how great a leaning there is in a 
party wh. is becoming very numerous to seek to get rid of our 
Colonies representing them to be merely a burthen Sfc incum- 
berance to us, & this most mistaken & shortsighted policy (as I 
consider it) has received too much encouragement from persons 
who occupy a prominent position in public life— . . . unfor- 
tunately there begins to prevail in the H. of Commons & I am 
sorry to say in the highest quarters, an opinion (wh. I believe 
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to be utterly erroneous) that we have no interest in preserving 
our Colonies & ought therefore to Make no sacrifice for that 
purpose. Peel, Graham, & Gladstone if they do not avow this 
opinion as openly as Cobden 8c his friends, yet betray very clearly 
that they entertain it, nor do I find some Members of the Cabinet 
free from it . . , l ® 


Separatism was distinctly a British, not a colonial, phe- 
nomenon. In Canada, to be sure, there was a movement 
which involved this issue, though separation was not advo- 
cated by any considerable number of people there except as 
a preliminary to annexation to the United States. The Ca- 
nadian Annexation movement, which reached its culmina- 
tion in 1849, was not a movement for colonial independ- 
ence. 17 In Canada, moreover, support for separation came 
not, as in England, from reformers and free-traders, but 
principally from Tories, especially in Montreal, who de- 
tested reform and free trade and looked back with nostalgia 
to the good old days of protection and imperial preference. 
Their argument was that the adoption of free trade by Brit- 
ain made the continuance of the British connection useless 
to Canada. Canadian free-traders, on the other hand, satv 
important advantages to Canada in remaining within the 
Empire. 1 * The Annexation movement has received careful 
and comprehensive treatment at the hands of a number of 
scholars, and no detailed account of it will be attempted 
here. 11 

From 1846 to 1850, Canada, as we saw in Chapter v, was 
suffering from a severe commercial depression of which 
there was no single and simple cause, but the human mind 
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craves simple explanations, and the post hoc ergo propter 
hoc argument, however fallacious, is easy to grasp and al- 
most sure to be popular. The repeal of the com laws was 
generally regarded in Canada as the chief, if not the only, 
cause of the depression.* 0 Many remedies were proposed, in- 
cluding the repeal of the navigation laws, commercial reci- 
procity with the United States, a federal union of the British 
North American colonies, a protective tariff for Canada, and 
the building oE railways.* 1 But for a time Annexation was 
the popular panacea. In March 1849, Elgin wrote to Grey, 

no matter what the subject of complaint, or what the party 
complaining; Whether it be alleged that the French are op- 
pressing the British, or the British the French,— that Upper 
Canada Debt presses on Lower Canada, or Lower Canada claims 
on Upper; whether merchants be bankrupt, stocks depredated, 
roads bad, or seasons unfavourable— annexation is invoked as 
the remedy for all ills imaginary or real.** 

Of all the arguments employed by the annexationists, the 
most difficult to refute, according to Elgin, was the assertion 
that England was indifferent to the maintenance of the co- 
lonial connection.* 1 He complained that when he protested 
against Canadian proposals for dismembering the Empire 
he always met with this response: ‘The most eminent states- 
men in England have over and over again told us that when- 
ever we chose we might separate— Why then blame us for 
discussing the subject?’ M 

An Annexation Association was formed in Montreal, the 
Tory press of the city campaigned vigorously for the cause, 
and on 11 October 1849 the celebrated Annexation Mani- 
festo was published * s First among- the causes of the evils 
from which Canada was suffering was placed ‘the reversal 
of the ancient policy of Great Britain, whereby she withdrew 
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from the colonies their wonted protection in her markets.’ 
Remedies that had been proposed were reviewed, and the 
conclusion was reached that the only effective one was a 
'friendly and peaceful separation from British connexion, 
and a union upon equitable terms with the great North 
American confederacy of sovereign States.’ Separation with- 
out the consent of Britain was disavowed and rejected as 
impracticable and undesirable, but the conviction was ex- 
pressed that the mother country had determined to compel 
the people of Canada 'to assume the burdens of independ- 
ence,’ and as evidence of this, reference was made to the 
policy of withdrawing British troops from the colonies. 

It is impossible to make an accurate estimate of the 
strength of Annexation sentiment in Canada. Montreal was 
the center of the movement, and such leadership as it en- 
joyed was supplied by discontented Tories there and in the 
Eastern Townships of Lower Canada, whose sense of griev- 
ance against the British Government for its new commercial 
policy had been heightened by the working of the recently 
established system of responsible government, under which 
their political opponents had come to power. They feared 
and dreaded French Canadian domination and resented 
Lord Elgin’s cordial relations with French Canadian politi- 
cal leaders; and his recent action in assenting to the Rebel- 
lion Losses Bill, which they denounced as a measure for re- 
warding treason, was in their eyes an unforgivable sin. Some 
support was given to the movement by Americans resident 
in Montreal and elsewhere in Canada, and among the Irish 
element in the province, heavily reinforced by the famine 
migration of 1847, fishing in waters troublesome to Britain 
was a traditionally popular occupation. Among French Ca- 
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nadians there were some annexationists, especially within 
the anti-British, anti-clerical, and pro-republican Rouge 
party headed by the former rebel leader, L. J. Papineau. The 
great bulk o£ the French Canadians, however, looked with 
no favor upon incorporation in a predominantly Protestant 
republic, and the Roman Catholic Church in Canada was 
strongly opposed to it. The movement made no headway in 
Upper Canada in spite of economic distress. 

Lord Elgin looked upon the Annexation Manifesto as the 
work of 'a knot of violent protectionists and disappointed 
party men,' 29 but he did not make the mistake of under- 
estimating the extent of the economic distress, and he be- 
lieved that if remedies were not applied, separation would 
probably come about. The two remedies on which he laid 
chief stress in his private correspondence with Lord Grey 
were the repeal of the navigation laws and reciprocity be- 
tween Canada and the United States.” Before the Annexa- 
tion movement reached its climax he was writing to Grey 
that among the commercial classes of the province the belief 
Was almost universal that they would be better off if Canada 
were annexed to the United States, and that unless the 
American market were opened to Canadian producers, it 
would be 'quite hopeless to attempt to maintain the con- 
nexion with G l Britain under our present system of Com- 
mercial Policy.’ 28 The British Parliament, as we know, 
passed the bill for the repeal of the navigation laws in June 
1849, but this did not put a stop to the Annexation agitation. 
Elgin hoped that if the repeal was followed by reciprocity, 
Canada would remain contentedly within the Empire. 28 To 
this end, however, he considered it absolutely indispensable 
that British statesmen should ‘renounce the habit of telling 
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the Colonies that the Colonial is a provisional existence.’ M 
‘There cannot,’ he wrote to Grey in March 1850, ‘be peace, 
contentment, progress, or credit in this Colony while the 
idea obtains that the connexion with England is a millstone 
about it’s neck which should be cast off, as soon as it can be 
comemently managed.’ 11 

The Annexation movement died during the year 1850. 
Lord Grey in his private letters to Lord Elgin had referred 
to the growth of separatist sentiment in high political quar- 
ters in England and expressed pessimistic views about the 
maintenance of the British connection with Canada, but no 
trace of this appeared in the official dispatch which Her 
Majesty's Secretary of State for the Colonies sent to the Gov- 
ernor General of Canada in response to the Annexation 
Manifesto: 

Her Majesty confidently relies on the Loyalty of the great 
majority of Her Canadian Subjects, and She is therefore deter- 
mined to exert all the authority which belongs to her for the 
purpose of maintaining the connection of Canada with this 
Country, being persuaded that the permanence of that connec- 
tion is highly advantageous to both . . . Your Lordship will 
iherefore understand that you are Commanded by Her Majesty 
to resist, to the utmost of your power, any attempt which may 
be made to bring about the separation of Canada from the Brit- 
ish Dominions . . .** 

Clearly, then, the annexationists could look for no encour- 
agement to the British Go\ eminent of the day, and by 1850 
the depression in Canada had run its course. With the ad- 
vent of better times, Annexationism lost whatever vitality it 
had had. Writing to Grey in October 1850, Elgin was able 
to say that he believed ‘there never was before in Canada 
such general contentment,' and during the election of 1851 
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he detected ‘few if any attacks on the connection with Eng- 
land,.’ 81 Annexationism was dead before reciprocity came to 
bury it.* 4 


The decade 1861-70 may fairly be called a critical period 
in British imperial history, for it was during those years that 
tendencies in Britain toward the disruption of the Empire 
reached their climax. The doctrines of the Manchester 
School were at the height of their influence. Free trade, 
having justified itself by its fruits, had been accepted by all 
parties as the settled policy of the nation, and the Anglo- 
French Commercial Treaty of i860 was taken to herald it as 
the future policy of all nations. Prosperity, peace, and prog- 
ress were about to supplant the unholy trinity of protec- 
tionism, militarism, and imperialism. So at least it seemed, 
for untoward events had not yet shown this faith of Man- 
chester to be unwarranted. Were free-trade principles to be 
followed to the limit of logic; was the Empire to be dis- 
solved? There was much to indicate that the answer to this 
question would be in the affirmative. The subject has re- 
ceived little or no notice, however, in the standard histories 
of England or in the biographies of the leading British 
statesmen of the day. Sometimes when an English historian 
has vouchsafed to touch upon the anti-imperial sentiment of 
the mid-Victorian era, the reader gets the impression that 
a regrettable episode is being glossed over. 

Probably the foremost advocate of the dismemberment of 
the Empire was Goldwin Smith. While Regius Professor of 
Modem History at Oxford, he wrote a series of letters that 
appeared in The Daily News in 1862 and 1863 and were 
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published in the latter year in a volume entitled The 
Empire. He pointed out that conditions were very different 
from what they had been when the old colonial system was 
established. 

The time was [he said] when the universal prevalence of com- 
mercial monopoly made it well worth our while to hold colonies 
in dependence for the sake of commanding their trade. But that 
time has gone. Trade is everywhere free, or becoming free; and 
this expensive and perilous connection has entirely survived its 
sole legitimate cause. It is time that we should recognize the 
change that has come over the world. 

Every hour that an adult colony was kept in a state of de- 
pendence, an injury was done to its political character. If 
Canada was unable to stand by itself, it must eventually join 
with the United States. As things were, Great Britain’s do- 
minion there kept her constantly on the brink of war with 
the American Republic. The West Indies had become ‘a 
mere burden.’ The case of India was different; there Eng- 
land had assumed responsibilities tvhich she must 'discharge 
if possible, but if she could not transform India from a de- 
pendency into a colony by settling there as a governing and 
civilizing class, the days of her rule were numbered. Even 
military dependencies like Gibraltar had been rendered to a 
great extent unnecessary by the triumph of free trade. There 
was no longer any need for the British to pose themselves 
all over the globe in order to make way for their commerce; 
trade had become its own protection. British policy had of 
late become favorable to colonial self-government, 'and, 
therefore, theoretically favorable to emancipation,’ but it 
would be difficult for statesmen to take the decisive step of 
freeing a colony unless urged on by public opinion. Like 
other anti-imperialists of the day, Goldwin Smith hoped 
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that the independence of the colonies would be achieved 
peacefully, without the rancor and animosity that had ac- 
companied the separation of the United States from the Em- 
pire and survived to mar Anglo-American relations for a 
hundred years. He believed that what was best in the colo- 
nial relationship— the ties of blood, sympathy, and ideas— 
would not be afEected by political separation, and he looked 
forward to the time when, the colonies having become inde- 
pendent nations, something in the nature of an Anglo-Saxon 
federation might develop spontaneously out of ‘affinity and 
natural affection.' 

Goldwin Smith’s letters provoked a debate in the press 
and attracted attention not only in England but throughout 
the Empire. The London Times poured ridicule upon his 
ideas by comparing them with ‘projects for general disarma- 
ment or for equalizing the political rights of the sexes.’ * J 
Disraeli alluded to him in a contemptuous reference which 
he made in the House of Commons to ‘prigs and pedants.’ 80 
He was referred to as the apostle of anti-imperialism, and 
the dissolution of the Empire came to be spoken of as his 
‘colonial policy.' 87 The colonial press in general, and espe- 
cially that of Australia, was bitterly hostile to his proposals, 8 * 
In his Reminiscences, published in 1911, Goldwin Smith 
wrote of his Daily Nexus letters: ‘The whole series was Anti- 
Imperialist, advocating the concession of independence to 
adult Colonies so that England might become indeed the 
mother of free nations.’ *® Though his doctrines were sub- 
merged in the tide of imperialism that began to flow in the 
early 'seventies, he himself seems never to have wavered in 
his opinions. 80 

In 18G5, Henry (afterwards Lord) Thring published a 
pamphlet entitled Suggestions for Colonial Reform, in 
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which he urged that the independence of the colonies ought 
to be looked forward to and prepared for as the natural ter- 
mination of a temporary connection. His views are not to 
be regarded as those of a visionary, remote from the realities 
of practical politics. He was at the time Home Office Counsel 
and as such was called upon to draft all important Govern- 
ment measures; probably no man knew more of the inner 
history of parliamentary legislation than he. For jears he had 
taken an interest in colonial questions, and in 1850 he had 
prepared a plan of colonial reform for Sir William Moles- 
worth, which the latter introduced into Parliament as a 
series of amendments to a bill for the government of New 
South Wales. 41 In the tract of 1865 Thring proposed a com- 
prehensive scheme defining the relations between the mother 
country and the colonies at every stage of their existence. It 
included rules regulating the conditions on which adven- 
turers might settle in unoccupied territory, provisions Tot 
their temporary subjection to the authority of the Crown 
and their subsequent organization as a colony with repre- 
sentative institutions, and arrangements by which a colony, 
having armed at maturity, might declare its desire for inde- 
pendence. The author was strongly influenced by current 
events. He believed that the union of the British North 
American provinces, then pending, would be followed by 
their independence, and the War of Secession in the United 
States, then in progress, confirmed him in his belief that the 
British colonies would eventually secede from the Empire. 

As an expert parliamentary draftsman Thring naturally 
threw his scheme of colonial reform into the form of a par- 
liamentary bill, which was printed in an appendix to his 
pamphlet. It consists of four parts, of which only the last, 
entitled ‘Independence of Colony/ concerns us here. This 
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outlined the procedure to be followed by a colony when it 
desired to withdraw from the Empire. It provided that if a 
resolution asking for independence should be adopted by 
the legislature of a colony, by a two-thirds majority of both 
houses, and confirmed after an interval of not less than three 
months by a similar resolution passed during the same ses- 
sion by a like majority, the governor should notify the sec- 
retary of state for die colonies, whereupon it should be 
lawful for the Queen to grant or withhold her assent to the 
petition. If die assent were given, it should be proclaimed 
in the colony, which should thereupon become independent. 
A colony, when it had become independent, would be in 
all respects in the same situation as an independent state, 
but it should be deemed to have entered into a treaty widi 
die former mother country providing (i) that no law should 
be passed in die former colony impairing the obligation of 
any contract made before die date of the colony’s independ- 
ence; (2) that no differential duty should be laid on imports 
from or exports to any part of the British dominions; and 
(3) that no privilege should be conferred on the subjects of 
any foreign power diat was not equally conferred on British 
subjects. 42 

Shortly after the publication of Timing's pamphlet diere 
appeared a work by Viscount Bury, entitled Exodus of the 
Western Nations. Though the book was historical, the 
author, in a concluding chapter, turned his eyes to the 
future. He was firmly convinced that die separation of the 
colonies was a matter of time only, and diat it should be 
prepared for with prudence and foresight so that it might 
take place peacefully and with mutual good-will. ‘The wisest 
statesman,' he said, 'is not he who would by any shift post- 
pone the inevitable day, but he who most clearly recognizes 
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signs of maturity and seizes the right moment for separation/ 
He proposed to supplement Thring's bill, of which he ap- 
proved, by a treaty between Great Britain and a seceding 
colony. Believing that the British North American colonies, 
then about to confederate, would be the first to become 
formally independent, he submitted, as an indication of his 
views, a draft treaty in the form of ‘Articles of Separation’ 
between Great Britain and British North America, the latter 
being referred to as the “New Nation.’ This provided, among 
other things, that the Imperial Government might at any 
time, either with the consent of Parliament or at the request 
of the colonists of the Ness’ Nation, give twelve months' 
notice of its intention to discontinue the exercise of author- 
ity oser the New Nation and to recognize its independence; 
that Great Britain, to the utmost of her power, should pro- 
tect the New Nation if the latter were attacked by an exter- 
nal enemy; that neither should discriminate against the 
other's commerce; and that citizens of each should enjoy 
the rights of citizenship in the other . 41 

In 1868 there was published in London a two-volume 
boot of travel entitled Greater Britain, which rapidly ran 
through three editions and had a large sale in the United 
States. 4 * It is the record of a tour around the world which 
its author, Charles Dilhe, then at the threshold of his po- 
litical career, had just completed, and in it he indulged in 
various observations and reflections on British imperial re- 
lations. Dilke's thought on questions of empire was colored 
by the fact that his patriotism was cultural, not political. 
His supreme allegiance was no t to Great Britain or to the 
British Empire as political entities, but to ‘Anglo-Saxon- 
dom/ He included the United States in ‘Greater Britain,' 
an expression that he coined, and Jooled upon the American 
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Republic as an amplifier for England’s voice to the world, 
offering to the English race ‘the moral dictatorship of the 
globe, by ruling mankind through Saxon institutions and 
the English tongue.’ He had no doubt that English laws and 
institutions were essential to the freedom and welfare of 
humanity, but the future of any one branch of the English 
race was to him a matter of slight importance compared with 
its triumph as a whole . 14 

It is not strange, therefore, that Dilke saw' little objection 
to the political separation from Great Britain of those colo- 
nies that were English in speech and culture. In the case of 
Canada he thought that it would be distinctly beneficial. 
‘At bottom,' he said, 'it would seem as though no one gained 
by the retention of our hold on Canada.' Separation would 
mean, for Canada, an end of the danger of Fenian raids 
and a removal of the menace of American invasion in the 
event of war between Great Britain and the United States. 
For Great Britain it would result in improvement in her 
relations with the United States as well as in relief from 
heavy expenditure for Canadian defense . 14 With regard to 
Australia his view was somewhat different, for here Britain’s 
dominion did not imperil her good relations with a foreign 
power. He was in favor of an Australian federation, which 
he believed would tend toward independence, and he was 
wholly opposed to a continuance of what he called ‘the exist- 
ing one-sided tie,’ which bound England to defend Aus- 
tralia; but he believed that in a healthier state of imperial 
relations separation would not be to the interest of Great 
Britain, though it might be morally beneficial to Australia 11 
Dilke distinguished sharply between colonies proper, 
English-speaking, white-inhabited, and self-governed,’ and 
dependencies like India, Ceylon, and the West Indies. In 
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the case of the former he dwelt upon what he deemed to be 
the defects of the existing system of defense, which placed a 
heavy financial burden upon Britain and prevented the colo- 
nies from forming habits of self-reliance. Since in trade with 
the colonies the mother country no longer enjoyed advan- 
tages that were not accorded to foreigners, he saw no greater 
reason why she should defend them than why they should 
assist her in European wars, and he conjectured that 'Aus- 
tralia would scarcely feel herself deeply interested in the 
guarantee of Luxembourg, nor Canada in the affairs of 
Servia.’ He looked upon the United States as a better colony, 
for commercial purposes, than Canada, and he thought it un- 
likely that British trade with a colony would be affected by 
its political independence. As an outlet for the surplus popu- 
lation of the British Isles, the colonies, as independent states, 
would be as useful as they had been, and might be more so. 
He estimated that of every twenty people who emigrated 
from the United Kingdom, one went to Canada, two to 
Australia, and sixteen to the United States. The imperialist 
argument of prestige from far-flung dominion he dismissed 
as an absurdity; if extent of territory measured power, China 
was twenty-six times as powerful as France! 

It is unfair to mid-Victorian Englishmen who were not 
averse to the dismemberment of the Empire to represent 
them as wholly controlled by considerations of profit and 
loss. 

And that true North, whereof we lately heard 
A strain to shame us, "keep you to yourselves; 

So loyal is too costly! friends— your love 
Is hut a burthen: loose the bond, and go.' 

Is this the tone of empire? here the faith 
That made us rulers? this, indeed, her voice 
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And meaning, whom the roar of Hougoumont 
Left mightiest of all peoples under heat en? 

What shock has fool’d her since, that she should speak 
So feebly? wealthier— wealthier— hour by hour} 

The voice of Britain, or a sinking land. 

Some third-rate isle half-lost among her seas? 

This may have been good imperialist propaganda, but sober 
history must record that some of those upon Vhoxn Tenny- 
son heaped his scorn had their fair share of idealism, diat 
they saw, indeed, a vision not vouchsafed to him, and rose to 
the conception of a new type of empire, purged of die dross 
of the old imperialism. ‘After all,' wrote Dilke, ‘the strongest 
of the arguments in favour of separation is the somewhat 
paradoxical one diat it would bring us a step nearer to die 
virtual confederation of die English race.’ 4S 

It should be added diat so far as the dependencies were 
concerned Dilke was not in the least anti-imperialist. No 
Litde Englander of die Manchester School would have said, 
The possession of India offers to ourselves that element of 
vastness of dominion which, in diis age, is needed to secure 
width of vision and nobility of purpose; but to the English 
our possession of India, of die coasts of Africa, and the ports 
of China offers die possibility of planting free institutions 
among the dark-skinned races of die world.’ Dilke found 
much to criticize in die British administration of India, but 
he considered Brirish rule justifiable from the point of view 
both of the dominant power and of die dependency. For 
India he saw no prospect of self-government, and the only 
alternatives to British rule seemed to him to be Russian 
dominion or anarchy. In eidier case India would be die 
loser, and England would be injured commercially. If she 
withdrew’ from Australia or die Cape of Good Hope, she 
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would continue to trade with them. If she abandoned India 
or Ceylon, ‘they would have no customers at all; for falling 
into anarchy, they would cease at once to export their goods 
to us and to consume our manufactures.’ He thought that 
the annexation of Afghanistan and Abjssinia would be bene- 
ficial to the natives if not to England, since in those coun- 
tries there was no sentiment of nationality to be outraged, 
and the wont imaginable form of British government would 
be better for the governed than the best conceivable native 
rule. Though some of the dependencies did not pay the cost 
of their defense— this was not true of India— their retention 
by England stood, in Dilke’s mind, upon a wholly different 
footing from that of the colonies. 4 * 

The British public at large was uninterested in the colo- 
nies and ignorant of colonial conditions. The popular 
apathy, of which the colonial reformers of the ’thirties and 
’forties had complained, was still general. Relatively trifling 
matters of home politics outweighed the gravest problems 
of colonial policy. Scarcely any of the campaign speeches 
made during the General Election of 1868 touched upon 
colonial questions; and even in Parliament they evoked, as 
a rule, little if any debate. 50 In discussing British anti-im- 
perialism we are concerned, therefore, not with ‘the man in 
the street' but with the limited circle of those who had 
opinions on matters of colonial policy. How general, among 
such, were the views of Goldwin Smith, Lord Thring, and 
Lord Bury? In his Reminiscences , Goldwin Smith tells us 
that his opinions on the colonial question were prevalent 
in influential circles. ‘Some of our statesmen avowed them, 
more were inclined to them.’ 51 Let us test the truth of this 
assertion. 
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In March 1862, Arthur Mills introduced in the House of 
Commons the resolution relative to colonial defense of 
which mention was made in the preceding chapter. In re- 
ferring to the inquiry into this subject which had recently 
been made by a committee of which he was chairman, he used 
somewhat ambiguous language. It had been assumed, he said, 
not only that ‘Great Britain desired to maintain her Colonial 
Empire, but that she aimed at developing the resources 
of her colonies and qualifying them for present self-govern- 
ment and eventual independence.’ In seconding Mr. Mills’s 
motion, Mr. Buxton said: ‘He supposed there was no states- 
man who would not allow that the prudent as well as the 
right way to deal with the colonies was to let them feel that 
they were free to cancel the bond if they chose, and that the 
evils resulting to us from the severance would be infinitely 
less than the disadvantages which would accrue to them.’ 62 

In a debate on the army estimates in March 1865, John 
Bright thus expressed what may be taken as the view of the 
Manchester School: 

I suspect, from what has been stated by official Gentlemen in 
Government and in previous Governments, that there is no ob- 
jection to the independence of Canada whenever Canada may 
wish it. I have been glad to hear those statements, because I 
think they mark an extraordinary progress in sound opinions in 
this country ... I do not object to that separation [of Canada 
hom Great Britain] in the least; I believe it would be better for 
us and better for her. 6 * 

Sir George Comewall Lewis was one of the few English 
politicians who had given systematic attention to questions 
of colonial government. His Essay on the Government of 
dependencies, first published in 1841, was a standard treatise 
on its subject. In that work he wrote: 
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If a dominant country understood the true nature of the advan- 
tages arising from the relation of supremacy and dependence to 
the related communities, it would voluntarily recognize the legal 
independence of such of its own dependencies as were fit for 
independence; it would, by its political arrangements, study to 
prepare for independence those which were still unable to stand 
alone; and It would seek to promote colonization for the pur- 
pose of extending its trade rather than its empire, and without 
attempting to maintain the dependence of its colonies beyond 
the time when they need its protection .** 

In a private letter, written in 1849, he gave it as his judg- 
ment that responsible government could not be worked suc- 
cessfully in a colony unless the people of England recog- 
nized that it meant virtual independence.” In 1862, when 
Secretary of State for War, he said in the House of Com- 
mons: ‘I, for one, can only say that I look forward without 
apprehension— and, I may add, without regret— to the time 
when Canada might become an independent state.' ** 

Robert Lowe (later Lord Sherbrooke), who was afterwards 
Chancellor of the Exchequer in Gladstone's first Ministry, 
said in the House of Commons in 1865 that Canada ought 
to be given to understand that she was quite free to establish 
herself as an independent republic if she desired to do so." 

In 1865 a select committee of the House of Commons was 
appointed to inquire into the state of the British establish- 
ments on the West Coast of Africa. These settlements, which 
were on the Gambia, at Sierra Leone, on the Gold Coast, and 
at Lagos, were maintained primarily in the interest of 
British commerce and for the suppression of the slave trade. 
After taking evidence from civil, military, and naval officers, 
merchants, and missionaries, and examining official papers, 
the committee reported that in its opinion 
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all further extension of territory or assumption of Government, 
or new treatises offering any protection to native tribes, would 
be inexpedient; and that the object of our policy should be to 
encourage in the natives the exercise of those qualities which 
may render it possible for us more and more to transfer to them 
the administration of all the Governments, with a view to our 
ultimate withdrawal from all, except, probably. Sierra Leone. 6 ® 

It need not be supposed that mid-Victorian statesmen were 
more indifferent than their successors of today to the wel- 
fare of the natives of Africa, but the international scramble 
for African territory had not yet begun, and there was no 
need for the doctrine of ‘the white man’s burden’ to justify 
British imperialism in the Dark Continent. 

In defending his Government against the charge that it 
had adopted a new policy of imperial dismemberment, Glad- 
stone, in April 1870, made the following statement: 

If you look back to the history of the colonial connection be- 
tween European Powers and trans-Atlantic possessions you find 
that it is the nature of those possessions to grow, and so to grow 
as to alter essentially, in obedience to lam stronger than the will 
of man, the conditions of their relation to the countries with 
which they were originally connected, until they arrive at that 
stage of their progress in which separation from the mother coun- 
try inevitably takes place. It is impossible, however, to look back 
with satisfaction to the mode in which that separation has oc- 
curred. In every instance it has been brought about by war and 
bloodshed, involving an inheritance of pain, hatred and shame; 
whereas in reason there ought to be nothing to preclude the 
hope, when the growth of a colonial possession is such as to make 
separation from the mother country a natural and beneficial re- 
sult, that the separation, so far from being effected by violence 
and bloodshed, might be the result of a peaceful and friendly 
transaction. Surely it is a great object to place, if possible, our 
colonial policy on such a footing, not for the purpose of bringing 
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about a separation, but of providing a guarantee that, if separa- 
tion should occur, it should be in a friendly way. That is the 
sense, the principle, and the secret of our policy with regard to 
colonial reform . . . Bs 

Earl Granville, who was Colonial Secretary in Gladstone’s 
first Ministry, at a time when imperial relations reached 
their most critical stage, undoubtedly shared the views of 
his leader if he did not go beyond them. In June 1869, he 
sent a confidential dispatch to Sir John Young, Governor 
General of Canada, which contained the following sentence: 
‘You will also be good enough to bring to my notice any 
line of policy or any measures which without implying on 
the part of Her Majesty’s Government any wish to change 
abruptly our relations, would gradually prepare both Coun- 
tries for a friendly relaxation of them.’ B9 A month after this 
dispatch was written, the Governor General of Canada, in 
a speech at Quebec, declared that the Dominion was now 
'in reality independent’ and that it was for Canadian states- 
men to decide whether to maintain the connection with 
the mother country ‘or in due time of the maturity of the 
Dominion to change it for some other form of alliance.’ 41 

Granville’s colleague Lord Clarendon, the Foreign Secre- 
tary, expressed himself privately as in favor of the annexa- 
tion of Canada to the United States. In i8yo, Lord Lyons, 
who had been British Minister to the United States during 
the Civil War and had been obliged to study Canadian 
questions, wrote in a letter to Clarendon that it seemed to 
be 'in the nature of things’ that the influence and prestige 
of the United States should increase throughout North 
America. In reply Clarendon said, ‘I agree in every word 
you say about our possessions in North America, and wish 
that they would propose to be independent, and to annex 
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themselves. We can’t throw them off, and it is very desirable 
that we should part as friends.’ M 

Disraeli, in a famous party pronouncement made in 1872, 
asserted that the Liberal pany had been striving for forty 
years, continuously, subtly, and energetically, to bring about 
the disruption of the British Empire. 83 Surely his imperi- 
alism must have been above reproach. Yet twenty years 
before, in 1852, he had written in a private letter to Lord 
Malmesbury, then Foreign Secretary; 'These wretched colo- 
nies will all be independent too in a few years and are a 
millstone round our necks.’ 88 Nor does this seem to have 
been an outburst of mere momentary irritation, as we are 
assured by Disraeli's biographers. 85 Sir William Gregory, a 
veteran parliamentarian, who knew Disraeli well, tells us 
that his expressions with regard to the colonies ‘were always 
those of contempt and a contented impression that we 
should sooner or later be rid of them.’ 88 No doubt real em- 
pire, such an imperium as Britain wielded over India, ap- 
pealed to Disraeli, but the conception of a British Common- 
wealth of Nations does not seem to have stirred his imagi- 
nation. 8 ’ In September 1866, when he was Chancellor of the 
Exchequer in Lord Derby’s Ministry and as such concerned 
about the heavy expenditure that Britain was then bearing 
for colonial, and especially Canadian, defense, he wrote to 
his chief: 

It can never be our pretence or our policy to defend the Cana- 
dian frontier against the VS. . . . Power and influence we 
should exercise in Asia; consequently in Eastern Europe, conse- 
quently also in Western Europe; but what is the use of these 
colonial dead-wights which we do not govern? . . . Leave the 
Canadians to defend themselves; recall the African Squadron; 
give up the settlements on the West Coast of Africa; and we shall 
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make a saving which will, at the same time, enable us to huiid 
ships and have a good Budget.®' 

Canadian statesmen visiting England during the Ameri- 
can Civil War and the years immediately following, when 
the question of the defense of Canada against aggression 
from the United States was causing grave anxiety in the 
colony and serious concern in governmental circles in the 
mother country, lvere disturbed by evidences of what they 
took to be widespread separatist sentiment. In December 
1864, after the Quebec Conference held in that year had 
agreed upon the essentials of the plan of confederation 
which was to issue in the British North America Act of 1867, 
George Brown, writing from England to John A. Macdon- 
ald, his colleague in the Canadian Ministry, spoke regret- 
fully of ‘a manifest desire in almost every quarter that, ere 
long, the British American colonies should shift for them- 
selves, and in some quarters evident regret that we did not 
declare at once for independence.' ®* Alexander Galt, another 
of the ‘fathers’ of the Dominion of Canada, was in London 
in 1866-7, attending the conference which put the substance 
of the Quebec Resolutions into the form of a bill to be 
introduced into the British Parliament. Galt was forcibly 
impressed by the desire of British politicians to wash their 
hands of Canada. In a letter written in January 1867 he said: 
‘I cannot shut my eyes to the fact that they want to get rid 
of us ... I much doubt whether Confederation will save 
us from Annexation. Even Macdonald is rapidly feeling as 
I do.’ 

No one who recalls Charles Buller's sarcastic invective 
against the Colonial Office is likely to underrate the influ- 
ence on colonial policy exerted by the permanent officials 
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of the department. Long tenure of office and thorough fa- 
miliarity with the routine of official business enabled the 
permanent under-secretary as a rule to guide his official 
superior, who was selected mainly for party reasons and 
whose tenure of office was usually brief. 

Sir James Stephen, the bite noire of the colonial reformers 
and the target of their abuse, unquestionably exercised great 
influence for many years at the Colonial Office, where he 
served in various capacities under a succession of secretaries 
of state from 1813 to 1847 . T1 From 1836 to 1847 he was per- 
manent under-secretary, and according to Sir Henry Taylor, 
who was long associated with him in the work of the depart- 
ment, he ‘virtually governed the Colonial Empire’ for more 
than twenty-five years, ‘not,’ says Taylor, ‘that he was other- 
wise than profoundly subordinate; but he found the way to 
bring men to his own conclusions.’ 72 Stephen shared the 
widely accepted view that Canada would soon be independ- 
ent, and when, in 1846, Lord Elgin was appointed Gover- 
nor General of the province, he recorded privately his 
opinion that this was not unlikely to be the last such ap- 
pointment that would be made. 7 * A few years later he seems 
to have thought that under the more liberal colonial policy 
which Britain had adopted, the separation of Canada from 
the Empire might be postponed, though hardly averted per- 
manently. In 1850, after his retirement from the Colonial 
Office, he expressed approval of the course which had been 
taken with relation to Canada. 

It was that of cheerfully relaxing, one after another, the bonds 
of authority, as soon as the colony itself clearly desired that 
relaxation— so substituting a federal for a colonial relation, the 
change being real, not nominal-no national pride wounded, or 
national greatness diminished, or national duty abandoned. Ir 
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remains for the Canadians to cut the last cable which anchors 
them to us. But it is for them, not for us, to take that step, and 
to assume the consequent responsibility. 

He thought that the Australian colonies were moving along 
the same road. 74 

Stephen was succeeded as permanent under-secretary for 
the colonies by Herman Merivale, who, while professor of 
political economy at Oxford, had delivered a course of lec- 
tures on colonies^ which made a great impression and led to 
his appointment to the Colonial Office. Merivale believed 
that the colonies would ultimately become independent,” 
as did his successor, Sir Frederic Rogers (afterwards Lord 
Blachford), who held the office of permanent under-secretary 
from 18G0 to 1871, during the entire decade under review. 
Goldwin Smith’s statement that Rogers shared his views on 
colonial policy is certainly not an exaggeration.” In some 
autobiographical notes which he left, Rogers wrote: 

1 had always believed-and the belief has so confirmed and 
consolidated itself that I can hardly realize the possibility of 
anyone seriously thinking the contrary— that the destiny of our 
colonies is independence; and that, in this point of view, the 
function of the Colonial Office is to secure that our connection, 
while it lasts, shall be as profitable to both parties, and our sepa- 
ration, when it comes, as amicable as possible. This opinion is 
founded first on the general principle that a spirited nation (and 
a colony becomes a nation) will not submit to be governed in 
its internal affairs by a distant Government, and that nations 
geographically remote have no such common interests as will 
bind them permanently together in foreign policy, with all Its 
details and mutations." 

So strong were Rogers's convictions that he was not swept 
into the imperial reaction of the ’seventies and 'eighties.” 

An intimate friend of Rogers’s was Sir Henry Taylor, an 
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author and playwright. Taylor served in the Colonial Office 
in subordinate positions for nearly fifty years, from 1824 to 
1872. His anti-imperialism was clear and emphatic. In 1852 
he wrote to Earl Grey, then Colonial Secretary, that he re- 
garded the British North American colonies as ‘a most dan- 
gerous possession for this country, whether as likely to breed 
a war with the United States or to make a war otherwise 
generated more grievous and disastrous.’ He added: 'I do 
not suppose the provinces to be useless to us at present, but 
I regard any present uses not obtainable from them as inde- 
pendent nations to be no more than the dust of the balance 
as compared with the evil contingencies/ 19 Twelve years 
later, in 1864, he wrote in a letter to the Duke of Newcastle, 
then Colonial Secretary: 

As to our American possessions, I have long held and often 
expressed the opinion that they are a sort of damnosa hcereditas; 
and when your Grace and the Prince of Wales were employing 
yourselves so successfully in conciliating the colonists I thought 
that you were drawing closer ties which might better be slack- 
ened if there were any chance of thejr slipping away altogether. 
I think that a policy which has regard to a not very far off 
future should prepare facilities and propensities for separation . 80 

Some anti-imperialists feared that an independent Canada 
would be annexed to the United States, but Taylor saw 
nothing to be alarmed at even in this eventuality. 81 


The anti-imperial movement reached its climax in the 
early part of Gladstone's first Ministry, which was formed 
in December 1868. Lord Granville, Bright, and Lowe, whose 
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anti-imperial utterances have been quoted, were members 
of the Cabinet, the first-mentioned presiding ov er the Colo- 
nial Office. Certain events soon occurred to create a belief, 
which became tridespread in the colonies and in England, 
that the Got eminent was contemplating, if it had not posi- 
tively decided upon, the dissolution of the Empire. 

In the first place a crisis was reached in the relations be- 
tween the Imperial Government and the colony of New 
Zealand. For some years before the Gladstone Ministry took 
office, successive Governments, as ice know, had been carry- 
ing out a policy of withdrawing imperial military forces 
from the self-governing colonies. In May 1S6S, at a time 
when hostilities were in progress between the colonists of 
New Zealand and some of the native tribes, the Duke of 
Buckingham, then Colonial Secretary, notified the Governor 
of New Zealand that the last of the British troops would 
soon be removed; and even after a massacre of some thirty 
colonists had occurred at Poverty Bay in the North Island, 
the Colonial Office declined to grant the colony's request 
that the recall of the troops should be delajed. Lord Gran- 
ville, upon taking office, announced that he would adhere 
to his predecessor’s policy.” Early in February 1SG9, a rep 
resentative of the New Zealand Government asked for an 
imperial guarantee of a loan to aid the colony in borrowing 
money to cover contemplated war expenditure, but this re- 
quest also was peremptorily refused by Lord Granville in a 
dispatch to the Governor of New Zealand (si March 1869), 
which aroused the deepest indignation throughout the 
colony and no little hostile criticism in England. A protest 
signed by Sir George Grey, formerly Governor of New 
Zealand, and several other persons who had held office in 
the colony, declared that the policy of the Imperial Govern- 
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ment was calculated to drive New Zealand out of the Em- 
pire. 81 Lord Granville’s dispatch was reprinted in the New 
Zealand and Australian newspapers, which strongly resented 
its content, and especially its tone; and part of the New 
Zealand press ■went so far as to advocate openly the annexa- 
tion of the colony to the United States. 84 A later dispatch of 
the Colonial Secretary (7 October 1869) still further em- 
bittered the feeling of the New Zealand colonists. In this, 
although he had been informed that the New Zealand Par- 
liament had passed an act binding the colony, in the event 
of the Imperial Government's sanctioning the retentioiT'of 
the troops, to pay whatever contribution might be de- 
manded, Lord Granville stated that under no conditions 
would the recall of the troops be further delayed. 8 * The 
New Zealand ministers officially recorded their conviction 
that the 'tone and purport' of this document would be taken 
in the colony to indicate a desire on the part of the Imperial 
Government to sever the colony’s connection with the Em- 
pire. 8 * Writing from New Zealand in January 1870, the 
Times correspondent said: 

As the immediate consequence of Earl Granville’s expressions 
and his declaration of the Imperial policy towards New Zealand, 
the expediency of declaring the independence of the colony, of 
refusing to maintain the Viceregal establishment, and even of 
annexation with the United States has been freely discussed, and 
it is only because the case of the colony appears to have attracted 
considerable attention and called forth the sympathy of a large 
and influential section of the English people that no decided 
steps have been taken in one of these directions. 8 * 

The conduct of the Imperial Government gave rise to a 
long debate in the New Zealand Parliament, in the course of 
which bitter resentment was expressed at the tone of Gran- 
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ville’s dispatches, and the view was freely voiced that the 
dissolution of the Empire was at hand.” 

In England the alarm was sounded in the press by the 
Liberal Spectator, the Conservative Standard, and the 
Roman Catholic organ. The Tablet. They professed to see 
in the dispatches of the Colonial Secretary and the utter- 
ances of supporters of the Ministry, evidence that the Gov- 
ernment had adopted a policy of dismembering the Empire. 
‘It is clear,’ said Spectator (24 July 1869), ‘that Mr. Goldwin 
Smith's colonial "policy” . . . has not only been accepted 
by the existing Government, but that they are acting on it. 
It is not only New Zealand which is to be dismissed, but 
Australia, not only Australia, but the Canadian Dominion.’ 
Attention was called to the New Zealand crisis in Parlia- 
ment, and opposition was expressed to the withdrawal of 
all imperial protection from the colony. Lord Bury said that 
‘considering all the circumstances of New Zealand, he did 
not think that this was the time to convey to the settlers that 
it mattered not to this country whether they were eaten up 
by the savages or not.’ •• The Government's course was de- 
fended by the parliamentary under-secretary for the colo- 
nies, and no member of the Cabinet participated in the de- 
bate. Ofiicial denials by the Government of any intention 
to bring about the separation of New Zealand from the Em- 
pire failed to satisfy the colony or to silence critics of the 
Government in England.* 4 

The attitude of the Imperial Government in its relations 
with New Zealand led to a meeting of colonists then in Lon- 
don at the Palace Hotel, Westminster, early in August 1869, 
at which it was decided by those present to enter into com- 
munication with the colonial governments on the subject 
of the relations between the colonies and the mother coun- 
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try. A few days later letters were sent to the governments 
of the self-governing colonies expressing the opinion that 
British policy seemed to point to the disintegration of the 
Empire and proposing that a conference of representatives 
of the self-governing colonies should be held in London 
early in the following year in order to consider such changes 
in colonial administration and imperial relations as might 
seem desirable .® 1 Agitation was continued in a series of 
weekly meetings held at the Cannon Street Hotel from 
November to January. At the first meeting resolutions were 
adopted, one of which stated that ‘this meeting deprecates 
the colonial policy of Her Majesty's Government as illus- 
trated by Lord Granville’s dispatches .’ 82 According to the 
Times, these meetings ‘set politicians talking everywhere 
about the colonies and their relations with England.’ ” The 
Colonial Office, however, discountenanced the project of a 
colonial conference, and the responses of the colonial gov- 
ernments were not favorable to it. The conference was never 
held, though the proposal evoked considerable interest and 
discussion. 

It was not the New Zealand crisis alone that lent support 
to the view that the Imperial Government was aiming at the 
dissolution of the Empire. There was at this time some senti- 
ment in Canada in favor of independence, and though it 
was caused principally by the friction between the United 
States and Great Britain during and after the American 
Civil War and a belief among Canadians that the British 
connection subjected them to constant danger from their 
southern neighbor, it was certainly not diminished by the 
conviction of many Canadians that Great Britain would 
welcome the separation of the Dominion from the Empire . 84 
The course taken by the Imperial Government, far from 
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allaying the movement for independence in Canada, was 
calculated to strengthen it. 

Early in 1869, Lord Granville, through the Governor Gen- 
eral of Canada, offered Alexander Galt the Order of St. 
Michael and St. George. Feeling that it would be improper 
to accept the honor without informing the Imperial Gov- 
ernment precisely of his political views, Galt wrote in reply: 
‘I regard the Confederation of the British North American 
Provinces as a measure which must ultimately lead to their 
separation from Great Britain ... I believe the existing 
relations would be safer if the future state were clearly rec- 
ognized, and, if possible, a term fixed therefor.’ ■* In spite 
of this plain statement of his views, the distinction was con- 
ferred upon him; and when in February 1870, in a debate 
in the Canadian Parliament, his opinions were spoken of as 
disloyal, he replied that, inasmuch as the honor had been 
bestowed upon him, he did not consider himself more dis- 
loyal than Her Majesty’s ministers.** It was natural to draw 
the conclusion that the Imperial Government and Galt were 
at one in their desire for the political future of Canada, espe- 
cially as Lord Granville refused to permit the publication 
of one of the letters which he had written in the course of 
the correspondence.* 7 

The decision of the Government to withdraw almost all 
of the few British troops still left in Canada seemed to many 
to point to the same conclusion. The question was not so 
much the fact of the withdrawal as the motive for it, and 
many Canadians undoubtedly believed that the motive was 
to show them that they could stand alone. Lord Carnarvon, 
who as Colonial Secretary in a preceding Government had 
himself been instrumental in withdrawing some British 
troops from the colonies, seems to have been convinced that 
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Lord Granville desired to bring about the separation of 
Canada from the Empire and professed to see nothing but 
disaster in what he called the ‘shabby policy’ which the Gov- 
ernment was pursuing. ‘I hope,’ he said in die House of 
Lords (14 February 1870), ‘that Her Majesty’s Government 
are serious in the belief that die course they are now taking 
will not lead to the dismemberment of the Empire; but 1 
warn them— as everyone who stands calmly and impartially 
by must warn them— that, whatever may be their meaning, 
they are doing die very acts, they are taking the very steps 
which must accomplish diat result.’ It was important, he 
added, that the policy of die Government should be publicly 
announced. 'There are whispers abroad diat diere is a policy 
on foot to dismember this Empire ... If diere is such a 
policy, in God’s name let us know it; if diere be not, let it 
be disavowed.’ •* As tending to confirm die rumors, lie re- 
ferred to a public meeting at Halifax in the preceding sum- 
mer at which the Governor General of Canada threw out 
what was taken to be an intimation diat die dme had per- 
haps come for die Dominion to consider whether it was not 
ripe for independence, and to a recent dispatch of Gran- 
ville’s which, he said, might lead to the inference that die 
Government wished to be rid of British Columbia.** In a 
letter to Lord Carnarvon written in April 1870, Sir John 
Macdonald, a staunch supporter of the British connection 
and at the time Prime Minister of Canada, showed liis sus- 
picions of British colonial policy: 

We are glad to know that we have in )ou a friend, l may 
almost say a friend in need— for we greatly distrust the men at 
the helm in England, who cannot, I fear, be considered as ap- 
preciating the importance of maintaining the Empire as it is, 
intact. We indulge die belief here, however, that Messrs. Bright! 
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Lowe, and Gladstone (shall I add Lord Granville?) arc not true 
exponents of the public opinion of England. We may perhaps 
be obliged to appeal from the Government to the people of 
England. 140 

Early in General Grant’s first term as President of the 
United States it was seriously urged by members of his Ad- 
ministration, and especially by Senator Sumner, chairman 
of the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations, that the 
claims of the United States against Great Britain for dam- 
ages sustained during the Civil War should be settled on the 
basis of the annexation of Canada to the United States and 
the withdrawal of Great Britain from the western hemi- 
sphere. Charles Francis Adams, in an illuminating essay on 
the Treaty of Washington, showed that this grandiose proj- 
ect, in view of the anti-imperialist sentiment expressed by 
the British Minister in Washington and by the British press 
of the day, was not as preposterous as it would otherwise 
appear to have been. 'Mr. Sumner,' said Adams, ‘certainly 
had grounds for assuming that a not unwilling hemispheric 
flag-withdrawal by Great Britain was more than probable in 
the early future.’ 141 In December 1869 and early in t8yo 
Hamilton Fish, the American Secretary of State, in conver- 
sations with the British Minister, Sir Edward Thornton, 
urged the complete withdrawal of Great Britain from Can- 
ada. Thornton replied that this was impossible. Fish recorded 
in his diary that Thornton said: ‘The Canadians find great 
fault with me for saying as openly as I do that we are ready 
to let them go whenever they wish, and declare they do not 
desire it.’ And later Thornton reiterated that his Government 
was willing and even anxious to have the colonies become 
independent. 142 According to Sir John Macdonald, Thorn- 
ton, in a dispatch of 8 January i8yo, informed Lord Claren- 
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don, the British Foreign Secretary, that Fish had actually 
asked him to ascertain 'whether Her Majesty’s Government 
would offer any objection to a free vote being taken in 
Canada, or in any portions of it, whether the people desire 
to join the United States or not, and stated his conviction 
that if the vote were taken a large majority, nine-tenths he 
said of the people, would vote for Annexation .’ 103 Fish’s 
reported estimate of Canadian sentiment in favor of Annexa- 
tion is ludicrous, though many Canadians, no doubt, be- 
lieved that separation from the Empire was in store for their 
country, and the withdrawal of the British troops from 
Canada by the Gladstone Government was quite generally 
regarded in the Dominion as evidence that separatism had 
triumphed in the mother country. 

To the Australian colonies the recall of imperial troops 
was not so vital a matter as it was to New Zealand, since 
Australia was not vexed with warlike native tribes. Aus- 
tralian public opinion, however, was naturally affected by 
what was happening in New Zealand, and many Australians 
believed that independence was the ultimate destiny of their 
country. There was certainly a widespread impression that 
such an outcome would be welcomed by the British Gov- 
ernment . 104 

At the Cape of Good Hope it was openly stated in the 
Parliament that independence was impending in Canada, 
Australia, and New Zealand. 'In North America,’ said Sir 
Philip Wodehouse, formerly governor of the colony, ‘we 
have unmistakable indications of the rapid establishment of 
a powerful independent State. In Australia it is probable 
that its several settlements, with their great wealth and ho- 
mogeneous population, will see their way to a similar coali- 
tion. In New Zealand the severance is being accomplished 
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under very painful circumstances ’ 1,5 Spectator, in an article 
on ‘The New Colonial Policy* (26 March 1870), remarked 
that in view of Wodehouse’s declarations and Galt's declara- 
tions and the ‘unparalleled severity* of the Government's 
dealings with New Zealand, ‘any politician of ordinary sa- 
gacity will draw the inference that a deliberate colonial 
policy of no insignificant moment has been, at all events, 
provisionally adopted by the present Cabinet, which they are 
not willing to confide to Parliament and to have discussed 
in Parliament as yet.’ It was the duty of the Government, 
Spectator insisted, to take the sense of the nation 'on the 
boldest and most startling innovation in modem statesman- 
ship.' 108 


There are evidences that even before the formation of 
Gladstone’s Ministry a revival of imperialism was at hand. 
In the summer of 1868 a Colonial Society, later named the 
Royal Colonial Institute, was organized in London to arouse 
interest in colonial questions; the advantages of closer union 
between England and the colonies were beginning to be 
canvassed; and there are other indications that a change in 
public opinion was at hand. 1 ” The imperial movement was 
naturally strengthened by the suspicions entertained of the 
intentions of Gladstone’s Government, The earlier public 
apathy passed away. Relations between the mother country 
and the colonies became a subject of lively discussion in the 
press and in public meetings, and questions of colonial 
policy were seriously debated in Parliament. 108 

It was quickly apparent that the country would not sanc- 
tion any policy of cutting the colonies adrift. Nor must it 
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be supposed that the ministers, whatever the individual opin- 
ions of some of them may have been, had, collectively, as a 
Government, adopted such a policy. Had they done so, Mr. 
W. E. Forster, who openly stated his conviction that public 
opinion would not permit the dismemberment of the Em- 
pire, could not have remained a member of the Ministry. 109 
The imperial question must have been discussed at Cabinet 
meetings, though what was said upon it we do not, of course, 
know. In view, however, of the anti-imperial sentiments of 
some of the ministers, and the declarations of Lord Gran- 
ville and Lord Kimberley, who succeeded him at the Colo- 
nial Office in July 1870, to the effect that the Government 
was not seeking to dismember the Empire, 110 it seems not 
unreasonable to surmise that it was left an ‘open’ question, 
on which members of the Government were not bound to 
unanimity. In an article entitled 'Greater or Lesser Britain,’ 
published in The Nineteenth Century, in July 1877, Sir 
Julius Vogel, who had been a member of the New Zealand 
Ministry at the time of the crisis in the relations between 
the colony and the Imperial Government, conjectured that 
a decision was reached by the British Cabinet to the effect 
that, whatever might be the opinions of individual ministers, 
the Government should not commit itself to the dismem- 
berment policy. ‘But without any policy of the kind,’ he 
added, 'a strong conviction might have been entertained 
that the colonies would in course of time be detached from 
the Empire, and that the sooner that result ensued the 
better.’ 111 

In May 1870, an accommodation was reached in the New 
Zealand dispute, which was taken to indicate, both in the 
colonies and by critics of the Government in England, that 
the Imperial Government had changed its attitude, not only 
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toward New Zealand but on the imperial question in gen- 
eral, The Government of New Zealand sent special commis- 
sioners to England to negotiate for the retention of the 
troops and for assistance to the colony in creating a colonial 
military force, One great object hoped for from the mission, 
as stated by the New Zealand Premier, was the re-establish- 
ment of harmonious relations between the Imperial and the 
New Zealand Governments. The commissioners were unable 
to induce the Colonial Office to yield on the question of the 
withdraw.it of the troops, but they offered to accept an im- 
perial guarantee of a loan of £x, 000,000 to cover expendi- 
tures incurred in aid of immigration and the construction 
of public works in the colony 'as a measure of conciliation 
which would be taken throughout New Zealand as proof of 
the continued goodwill of the Imperial Government, and of 
its desire that the relations between the Imperial and Colo- 
nial Governments should he maintained on the most friendly 
footing.' The kttowlcdgc in Ncsv Zealand that such an agree- 
ment had been reached would, die commissioners informed 
Lord Granville, ‘put an end to irritation and discontent.’ 
The Colonial Office, svhich had previously refused so per- 
emptorily to accede to a like request, now yielded and agreed 
to introduce the necessary legislation in Parliament. ‘If we 
have not been able to induce your lordship to regard in the 
same light as the Assembly [of New Zealand] did, the ques- 
tion of military assistance,' wrote the commissioners in a 
letter to Granville thanking him for the concession that had 
been made, ‘still the chief object of our mission has been 
gained. It is not a mere matter of money that has been 
arranged; a lasting tie lias !>cen made bettveen the two Gov- 
ernments by their engaging together in objects in which the 
nation has a common interest with her Dependency , . ,' 
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In a reply, in which graciousncss of language took tlic place 
of the blunt uncompromising tone of his earlier dispatches, 
Granville wrote: 'I trust that the decision of Ilcr Majesty's 
Government to waive die objections which attach to the 
guarantee of Colonial loans tvill be received by the colonists 
of New Zealand as a proof of die deep interest which they 
fee I in the welfare and prosperity of this great possession of 
the Crown/ m In New Zealand the concession made by the 
Imperial Government was regarded as a peace offering, and 
the colonial legislature resolved to let bygones be bygones.”* 
Spectator was jubilant, insisting that nothing less than a 
revolution in Hritish colonial policy had taken place. ‘Min- 
isters have changed their policy, have changed it very 
abruptly, and have changed it for the best of all reasons,— 
because they had begun to discover that their line was not 
the line of the people of England, and would, if pushed to 
its logical results, end in events which would bring down 
the hitter displeasure of the people of England . . / The 
Liberal press, which was supporting the Government through 
thick and thin, might try to show that the concession to New 
Zealand was in harmony with the previous course taken by 
the Colonial Office, but that, according to Spectator, was all 
nonsense, and it was important for the people of New Zea- 
land to know that it was all nonsense. The difference be- 
tween military aid and financial aid was merely administra- 
tive; there was no difference in policy. 1 ” Nor was Spectator 
alone in its opinion that a change in colonial policy had 
occurred. ‘I am happy to see,’ said Earl Russell in die House 
of Lords, 

that my noble Friend, the present Secretary of State for the 
Colonies (Earl Granville) seems in some respects to have changed 
his opinion; and I always thought that when he had further 
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studied colonial questions and the position o£ this country, he 
would be of opinion that it was necessary not only to allow the 
Colonies to pay their allegiance to this country, but to give them 
from time to time such encouragement as to make them pay that 
allegiance happily and contentedly. 118 

The years 1869-70 seem clearly to mark a turning point in 
the attitude of public opinion in Britain toward the colo- 
nies. When confronted with what looked like an imminent 
dissolution of the Empire, the British people, it was evident, 
were not ready to follow the doctrinaire disciples of the Man- 
chester School, whatever some of the political leaders might 
wish. 

From the summer of 1870 onward, anti-imperial sentiment 
waned rapidly. When in July Lord Granville was transferred 
to the Foreign Office, all imperialists breathed more easily. 
His successor at the Colonial Office, Lord Kimberley, was not 
suspect to imperialists as he had been, and official assurances 
that the Government cherished no separatist designs carried 
greater conviction. In May 1871, a debate took place in the 
House of Commons on a motion for the appointment of a com- 
mittee of inquiry to consider what changes should be made 
in the relations between the colonies and the mother coun- 
try with a view to ‘the permanent maintenance of the best 
and most cordial interconnection between all parts of the 
Empire.’ 118 The motion was withdrawn, but imperialists 
were gratified by a speech made by Mr. Knatchbull-Huges- 
sen, under-secretary of state for the colonies, in which he 
stated that it was the policy of the Government “to retain 
and preserve the connection between the mother country 
and the Colonies, basing always that connection on the sure 
and sound foundation of mutual good and the promotion 
of mutual interests.' There were those, it was true, who em- 
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phasized the burdensomeness of colonies to the mother coun- 
try, but separatist opinions had never been avowed— and 
he hoped they never would be avowed— by a British Govern- 
ment Another member of the House said that this speech 
would go far to remove the impression which had certainly 
existed in the country that the Government looked upon the 
colonies with indifference and would regard their separation 
with little regret. The spirit of the under-secretary's remarks 
was in sharp contrast with the brusque and unsympathetic 
tone of Lord Granville’s New Zealand dispatches of 1869. 

In March 1873, a Conservative member of the House of 
Commons raised the question of colonial contributions to- 
ward the defense of the Empire. It is evident that he was 
thinking of the self-governing colonies, though he did not 
distinguish explicitly between them and the others. The 
resolution which he moved went beyond the principle of co- 
lonial responsibility for local defense. He rejected the view 
that the expenses of imperial, as distinguished from local, 
defense ought to be borne exclusively by the taxpayers of 
the United Kingdom, maintaining, on the contrary, that 
they should be borne by the whole Empire. His resolution 
was opposed by the Government and was not adopted. 117 Mr. 
Knatchbull-Hugessen, who was still under-secretary for the 
colonies, took the position that the colonies were doing all 
that they could fairly be called upon to do in the matter of 
defense, voiced a strong sense of their value to the mother 
country, and expressed fear that the resolution, if adopted, 
might 'awaken misgiving in the Colonies.’ Gladstone himself 
took part in the debate: 

What we wish is, not that the Colonics should under pressure 
from this country be brought to make, probably not insignifi. 
cant, but at any rate grudging, contributions towards the ex- 
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penses of the Empire; what we wish is to see the growth of the 
true spirit of freedom in the colonial communities which would 
make them not only willing, but eager, to share all the responsi- 
bilities of freedom and to take a part in the common burdens. 

Here was a suggestion of a future British Commonwealth 
of Nations. 

Disraeli skillfully, if not too scrupulously, seized upon im- 
perialism as a party issue, and probably no part of his po- 
litical program appealed more strongly to the British elec- 
torate than his pledge to maintain the integrity of the British 
Empire. The Conservative victory in the General Election 
of 1874 drove separatism completely from the field of prac- 
tical politics. ‘Who talks now of casting off the colonies?' 
W. E. Forster asked in 1875. ‘What more popular cry than 
the preservation of our colonial empire?’ 


Since the new British imperialism which took shape dur- 
ing the seventies and eighties of the last century does not 
come within the scope of this book, a careful analysis of the 
complex of conditions which underlay it would be superfiu- 
ous.”“ Its earliest conspicuous manifestation is to be seen in 
the reaction against what was widely believed to be a desire 
on the part of the Gladstone Government to liquidate the 
British Empire, but this reaction cannot be understood with- 
out taking account of changing circumstances within the 
British Empire and in the outside world and their effects on 
British public opinion. A brief consideration of some of 
these changes may serve as an appropriate epilogue to our 
study. 
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For one thing, improvements in means of communication 
tended to counteract the devisive effects of distance in weak- 
ening imperial ties. Three thousand miles of ocean lay be- 
tween England and America, as Burke in a famous speech 
reminded his hearers. 'No contrivance,’ he went on to say, 
‘can prevent the effect of this distance in weakening govern- 
ment. Seas roll and months pass between the order and the 
execution.’ A hundred years later the seas were still rolling, 
but human contrivances undreamed of by Burke had miti- 
gated the effects of distance. By 1870 the progress of steam 
navigation had greatly shortened the length of time re- 
quired for oceanic voyages, telegraphic communication across 
the Atlantic had been established in i8C6, and the Suez 
Canal, opened in 18%, brought Australia and New Zealand, 
as well as India, much nearer to Britain. James Anthony 
Froude, one of the leading exponents of the new imperial- 
ism, in an article published in 1870 in Fraser’s Magazine, oi 
which he was then editor, said: 

The problem now is but to reunite the scattered fragments 
of the same nation, and bridge over the distance which divides 
them from us. Distance frightens us; but steam and the tele- 
graph have abolished distance ... St. George’s Channel at the 
time of the union with Ireland was harder to cross in stormy 
weather than the Atlantic is at present. 120 

The fact that there was no considerable sentiment in the 
self-governing colonies in favor of separation had its effect 
on opinion in Britain. Many Englishmen had looked upon 
the confederation of the British North American colonies 
as a prelude to their secession from the Empire, but it was 
highly significant that in the debates on confederation in 
the Canadian Parliament in 1865 the strongest expressions 
of Canadian nationalism were accompanied with explicit 
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declarations of a desire to remain within the British Empire. 
When confederation came, in 1867, it was not followed by 
anything that could be called a separatist movement in the 
new Dominion of Canada; and at the time of the New Zea- 
land crisis it was made clear that in the self-governing colo- 
nies generally the predominant opinion was opposed to sep- 
aration. If colonies refused to grasp at sovereign independ- 
ence when it was within their reach, might there not be 
something wrong with the time-honored view that separa- 
tion from the mother country is the natural and inevitable 
result of colonial development? Perhaps, after all, enlight- 
ened statesmanship could give permanence to imperial rela- 
tions. 

A revival of interest in emigration was an important fac- 
tor in the beginnings of the imperial movement. Toward the 
close of the ’sixties a period of remarkable prosperity was 
followed by a serious depression in British trade and indus- 
try, and this was accompanied by a marked increase in un- 
employment and pauperism. There had been a lull in the 
emigration movement in the ten years from 1858 to 1868 
as compared with the preceding decade, but emigration 
from England alone Tose from 58,000 in 1 868 to 95,000 in 
1869. Many voices were raised in advocacy of state-aided emi- 
gration. Froude, in the article which has been referred to, 
denied that it made no difference to Britain whether her 
redundant population settled in British or in foreign terri- 
tory, as apostles of laissez-faire had been fond of asserting. 
He remarked that during the twenty-five years preceding 
1870 nearly four million British subjects had become citi- 
zens of the United States and declared that this emigration 
had weakened the British Empire and correspondingly 
strengthened a rival power. He said: 
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We have no longer land enough in England commensurate 
with our present dimensions . . . Other nations, once less power- 
ful or not more powerful than ourselves, are growing in strength 
and numbers, and we too must grow if we intend to remain on a 
level with them. Here at home we have no room to grow except 
by the expansion of towns which are already overgrown . . . 
Once absolutely our own, and still easily within our reach, are 
our eastern and western colonies, containing all and more than 
all that we require. We want land on which to plant English 
families . . . The land lies ready to our hand. The colonies 
contain virgin soil sufficient to employ and feed five times as 
many people as are now crowded into Great Britain and Ireland 
. . . What more simple than to bring the men and the land 
together? . . . Once established on a great scale emigration sup- 
ports itself ... It would cost us money— but so do wars; and 
for a great object we do not shrink from fighting. Let it be once 
established that an Englishman emigrating to Canada, or the 
Cape, or Australia, or New Zealand did not forfeit his nation- 
ality, that he was still on English soil as much as if he was in 
Devonshire or Yorkshire, and would remain an Englishman 
while the English empire lasted; and if we spent a quarter of 
the sums which were sunk in the morasses at Balaclava in send- 
ing out and establishing two millions of our people in those 
colonies, it would contribute more to the essential strength of 
the country than all the wars in which we have been entangled 
from Agincourt to Waterloo. 

In February 1870, a petition to the Queen, signed by more 
than 100,000 workingmen, was presented to the Govern- 
ment. It asked that measures be taken to enable ‘those who 
are willing to work to go to those parts of Your Majesty’s 
dominions 'where their labour is required; and where they 
may prosper and may increase the prosperity of the whole 
Empire.’ The petitioners, it was stated, had ‘heard with 
alarm that Your Majesty has been advised to give up the 
colonies, containing millions of acres which might be era- 
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ployed profitably both to the colonies and to ourselves as 
fields of emigration.’ 1,1 The question of state aid for emigra- 
tion was debated in the House of Commons in March 1 870 
on a motion introduced by R. R. Torrens, a former prime 
minister of New South Wales, affirming the expediency of 
adopting measures 'for facilitating the emigration of poor 
families to British colonics’ in order to check the increase of 
pauperism in Britain and relieve distress among the working 
classes. 111 

The formation of larger political entities had its influence 
on British opinion. The trend of the times seemed to be 
distinctly in the direction of political unification— in Ger- 
many, in Italy, and (within the British Empire itself) in 
British North America. In the United States the forces of 
disruption had been defeated in the most bloody and expen- 
sive civil war of history. These,’ said Froude, 

are not days for small States . . . The German States gravitate 
into Prussia, the Italians into Piedmont. While we are talking 
of dismembering our empire, the Americans have made enor- 
mous sacrifices to preserve the unity of theirs. If we throw off 
the colonies, it is at least possible that they may apply for ad- 
mittance into the American Union; and it is equally possible 
that the Americans may not refuse them. 

This fear that Britain’s losses would be her rivals' gains was 
from the outset an important element in the new imperial- 
ism. 

Perhaps, however, the most important factor in the begin- 
nings of the imperial movement was a realization on the 
part of many Englishmen that the position of their country 
in the world was changing. Increasing doubt came to be cast 
upon the validity of the assumptions of the Manchester 
School. Fond hopes that the adoption of free trade by Brit- 
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ain would usher in an era of world-wide free trade and uni- 
versal peace were proving to be delusive. Other countries 
were not following Britain’s example, and it seemed ques- 
tionable to many whether she could afford to persevere in 
one-sided free trade. In the depression year of 1869 a group 
of Englishmen calling themselves ‘The Association of “Re- 
vivers” of British Industry' agitated for tariff revision as a 
means of retaliation which would force foreign countries to 
lower their duties on British goods. 128 The vision of Britain 
as the permanent workshop of the -world was growing per- 
ceptibly dimmer, for other countries were showing unmis- 
takable signs of a determination to set up workshops of their 
own, notably the United States, whose Republican protec- 
tive tariff was profoundly discouraging to all orthdox free 
traders. The development of industry in other countries -was 
beginning to undermine the supremacy which priority in 
industrialization had given to Britain. Nor was it easy to be- 
lieve, in the light of the growth of armaments on the conti- 
nent of Europe, that the age of great wars was approaching 
its end. The Franco-Prussian War in particular gave British 
pacifism a decided shock, and pacifism had been inextricably 
linked with free trade in the gospel of Manchester. On the 
eve of the Franco-Prussian War Froude was writing: 

Are our arms so irresistible that we have no longer an enemy 
to fear? Is our prosperity so overflowing and the continuance of 
it so certain, that we can now let it flow from us elsewhere be- 
cause we can contain no more? Our national arrogance will 
scarcely presume so far. Is it that the great Powers of the world 
have furled their battle- flags? Is the parliament of man on the 
way to be constituted, and is the rivalry of empires to be con- 
fined for the future to competition in the arts of peace? Never 
at any period in the world’s history was so large a share of the 
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profits of industry expended upon armies and arms. Is it so 
certain that we shall never be entangled again in the quarrels 
of the Continent? 

It would be correct to infer from what has been said that 
the imperial movement in its beginnings was not imperialis- 
tic in an aggressive sense. Its object was the preservation of 
the existing imperial union, not further imperial expansion. 
Aggressive imperialism and jingoism in international rela- 
tions originated during the Disraeli Ministry of 1874-80. To 
many imperialists of the earlier type it seemed that the 
Empire could be preserved only by some process of constitu- 
tional reconstruction— hence the many proposals that were 
presented to the public during the early ’seventies for what 
was called Imperial Federation. 
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CHAPTER VI 

1. Sir John Fortescue, History of the British Army, tit, 499. 

2. This statement does not apply to India. The expense of defending 
India, as indeed of conquering and governing it, has been defrayed 
out of Indian revenue; cf. Seeley, Expansion of England, Course 
11, lecture iii. On the anomaly of the distinction between Indian 
and colonial defense, cf. Pari. Papers, 1861, xrrr, 'Report from the 
Select Committee on Colonial Military Expenditure,’ pp. 126, 141. 
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